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Introduction
This chapter moves from a focus on the macro politics of old age, that is, on the policy propositions of national governments, international organizations and the impact of global demographic and economic forces to the meso politics (policymakers’ perspectives on policy as it relates to older people at the national level) and micro politics (older people’s organizations involvement in the policy dialogue) of old age (Walker 2006a). It explores policymakers’ perceptions of older people’s interest organizations and social policy development as it relates to older people in the Irish context. The chapter examines how policymakers reconcile the widely stated need to reform ageing policy and the imperative to consult with older people and their representative organizations. It questions whether the perceived need to reform (or even retrench) old-age policy conflicts with the need to consult the stakeholder organizations that see themselves as defenders of older people’s services and entitlements. If it does, how do policymakers reconcile these two competing imperatives? 
As outlined in Chapter 1 the politics of old age revolves around two distinct discourses. The first discourse constructs the issue of population ageing as a problem that needs to be solved. This discourse, which emerged in the late 1970s, places emphasis on the economic costs of demographic ageing (Phillipson 2002; Baars, Dannefer, Phillipson, and Walker 2006b). As part of this discourse, reformulation of welfare policies and privatization of pension schemes are called for against the backdrop of budgetary constraints (Katz 1992); future projections of dependency ratios are used to paint alarmist pictures of the consequences of demographic ageing (Walker 2006b); and policy discussions on old age are dominated by the theme of ‘crisis’. As Baars et.al. (2006) argue international bodies such as the World Bank, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the World Trade Organisation and International Monetary Fund espouse a neo-liberal agenda which calls for greater individual responsibility and retrenchment of pensions, health and long-term care policies. Similar arguments are made in Chapter 3 by Kildal and Nilssen in relation to the OECD and EU. 
Parallel to this discourse is a discourse of active ageing as outlined in Chapter 2 by Walker and Foster. Although not always given sufficient attention in policy documents, the active participation and inclusion of older people and their representative organizations in the policy process is an important component of the active ageing agenda, which gives due recognition to the rights of older people to contribute to the policy decisions which have a direct impact on their lives (Walker 1998). The notion of the participation of older people’s interest organizations in the policy process is reflective of a general promotion of the involvement and inclusion of civil society organizations in the consultation, planning and decision making process (Crozier, Huntington & Wakanuki 1975; Putnam 2000; Marinetto 2003). The inclusion of such organizations in the policy process is argued to enhance trust in government, improve the quality of policy outcomes, contribute to higher compliance with policy decisions and ensure that public policy and services take into account the needs of marginalised and excluded populations (OECD 2002; 2009). The participation of older people’s interest organizations in the policy process has been promoted in international fora and at national level in the majority of established democracies throughout the world in recent decades[endnoteRef:1]. Despite the seeming linkages between the discourse on the necessity of reforming old-age policies and the discourse of consultation with older people and their representative organizations, we know remarkably little about how these discourses are reconciled by policy actors.   [1:  Older people’s participation and inclusion in the policy process was first promoted in the international context at the First World Assembly of Ageing in New York in 1982 (United Nations 1983). The Second World Assembly convened by the United Nations General Assembly twenty years later in 2002 adopted the Madrid International Plan on Ageing (United Nations 2002). This Plan placed significantly more emphasis on the inclusion of older people and their representative organizations in the formulation of ageing policies.
] 

Drawing on qualitative research conducted with senior policymakers and former Ministers of State/Junior Ministers in Ireland, this chapter explores if, and how national-level policymakers attempt to reformulate ageing policy and incorporate the opinions and prerogatives of older people’s interest organizations in the policy dialogue.  We examine the views of both elected politicians (Junior Ministers) and the views of civil servants working in the area of old-age policy.
The Irish context
From the mid-1990s to early 2007 Ireland witnessed unprecedented economic growth – a period dubbed the Celtic Tiger years. The transformation of the Irish economy occurred through a process of market liberalization, a construction boom and foreign direct investment encouraged through low corporation tax and rising education level of the population (Barry 1999; Bergin, FitzGerald, Kearney, & O' Sullivan 2011; O' Malley & McGrath 2008). The dramatic economic transformation and budget surpluses in the final years of the 1990s and early years of the new millennium provided the Irish government with the opportunity to increase social welfare benefits and ensure all segments of society benefited from its new-found prosperity, leading to lower levels of deprivation and economic vulnerability (Murphy, 2006; Whelan, Nolan and Maître, 2006). However, Murphy (2006: 90) argues that ‘a neo-liberal fixation on low state intervention persisted’, the Department of Finance remained focused on cost containment and did not improve social protection to the extent that the economic conditions would have allowed. 
Social policy formulation as it relates to older people has been given significant prominence in recent decades, with the establishment of the National Council of Ageing and Older People[endnoteRef:2] in 1981, the specification of older people as a target group within the life cycle approach in the 2006 social partnership agreement ‘Towards 2016’ (Department of the Taoiseach 2006) and the establishment of the (junior) Ministry for Older People in 2007[endnoteRef:3]. However, more recent years have witnessed retraction of these steps. The National Council on Ageing and Older People was dissolved in 2007 and the position of Junior Minister of State for Older People was subsumed into the Junior Ministry for Disability, Equality, Mental Health and Older People in 2010.The exact role of the state in the provision and regulation of services for older people remains somewhat ambiguous and poorly defined. Pierce (2008) argues that the theme of an ageing ‘crisis’ has been discernable in Irish policy documents since the 1990s. She provides the example of a report by the National Pensions Board (1993) and the Years Ahead Report (Department of Health 1988) where dependency ratios and demographic changes are linked to escalating costs and pressure on public finances. Pierce and Timonen (2010) note that this theme of unsustainable costs in the face of demographic changes is also evident in more recent national pensions framework documents (Government of Ireland 2010).  [2:  The National Council on Ageing and Older People was established to advise the Minister for Health and Children on all aspects of ageing and the welfare of older people.]  [3:  A Junior Minister (or Minister of State) is of non-Cabinet rank attached to one or more Departments of State of the Government of Ireland and assists a Minister of the Government] 

Since the late 1990s the notion of citizen consultation has gained prominence in Irish policy documents (Huges, Clancey, Harris & Beetham. 2007). As a result, the Irish government has promoted and facilitated the participation of older people and their representative organizations in the policy process. From the late 1990s it has provided financial support for the formation of older people’s interest organizations and in 2006 permitted the entry of two national older people’s interest organizations, Age Action Ireland and The Irish Senior Citizens’ Parliament, into the social partnership process as members of the so-called community and voluntary pillar[endnoteRef:4]. Despite this seemingly positive emphasis on consultation with older people’s interest organizations, the existing literature does not provide an adequate understanding of the degree to which meaningful consultation with older people and their representative organizations is practiced at the national level. The relevance of these organizations to policymakers and the extent to which these organizations influence social policy formulation as it relates to older people also remain unclear.  [4:  Social partnership grants the ‘social partners’ (employers’ groups, trades unions, farmers and community and voluntary organizations) privileged access to policy making and input into policy discussions on issues relating to economic, labour market and social policies.] 


Research design and methodology
The following analysis of interviews with 20 senior civil and public servants and five former Junior Ministers for Older People relates to one component of a larger study on older people’s interest organizations conducted by the lead author (Doyle forthcoming). Interviews with the 25 respondents to which the below findings relate took place between June and October 2009. 
Senior civil and public servants were accessed through a process of reputational case selection (Miles & Huberman, 1994) whereby senior personnel in the Office for Older People in the Department of Health and Children provided the contact information for expert informants who were involved in the formulation of policy with a specific age-focus. Invitation emails were sent to each of these research respondents and follow-up phone calls were made to arrange an interview. All the contacted research respondents agreed to take part in the research. A number of respondents offered to elicit the participation of colleagues who had involvement with older people’s interest organizations. In three such instances, these colleagues joined respondents in the research event, turning these interviews into small focus groups as detailed in the table below. The five Junior Ministers for Older People who held the position between 2007 and 2010 were also interviewed as they were identified as politically important cases (Miles & Huberman 1994). An invitation letter was posted to each former Junior Minister. This was followed by a telephone call where further explanation of the study was provided. Interviews with the former Junior Ministers took place in their constituency office or place of work.

Table 4.1 here

The interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed verbatim and inputted into Nvivo 9 (QSR International Pty Ltd), a software package that aids the analysis of qualitative data.  Inspired by the grounded theory approach (Strauss & Corbin 1990; Charmaz 2003; 2006), the data analysis can be described as a cyclical, iterative and continuous process. In phase 1, open coding of the interview transcripts took place with the assistance of Nvivo 9 which aided data management and retrieval. Provisional concepts, themes and patterns were identified and allocated labels. The coding frame was refined in phase 2 where a process of axial coding was undertaken and the connections between the categories and contexts in which they occurred were identified. Construct sub-categories were also identified, for example data relating to policymakers’ perceptions of older people’s interest organizations was grouped into the perceived advantages and disadvantages of older people’s interest organizations in the policy process. In phase 3, theoretical coding took place and categories were integrated into ‘a larger theoretical scheme’ (Strauss & Corbin 1998; Charmaz 2006). 
The issue of confidentiality is particularly relevant for public servants in Ireland because the Official Secrets Act of 1963 prohibits civil servants from disclosing official information ‘including views and advice in verbal or written form’ (Quinn 2008, p. 45), unless authorized to do so. Quinn (2008) argues that the impact of this legislation has limited our understanding of the workings of government departments and contributed to high levels of secrecy regarding policy formulation in the Irish context. In light of the above restrictions, civil and public[endnoteRef:5] servants who took part in the research were assured that their identities would remain anonymous. For this reason, quotations are not identified at the individual or departmental level. While adhering to such a strict code of anonymity reduces the salience of some of the statements, the advantages are apparent, namely, research respondents were less likely to forward the ‘official line’ (Duke 2002, p. 48 as cited by Quinn 2008) and spoke openly about their involvement with and opinions of older people’s interest organizations. While Junior Ministers are not bound by the Official Secrets Act, they too were assured of complete anonymity in the presentation of interview data, in order to facilitate their participation and also reduce the probability of obtaining the ‘official line’ only.  [5:  ‘Public servants’ are persons working in state agencies, for example, the Health Service Executive and (former) National Council of Ageing and Older People.] 

The remainder of this chapter aims to illustrate the dichotomy implicit in the politics of old age by dividing the discussion on policymakers’ perceptions of the politics of old age into two sections: 1) social policy formulation as it relates to older people and 2) inclusion and participation of  older people and their representative organizations in the policy-making process. In so doing, the chapter provides an insight into how policy issues in the Irish context are being conceptualized or ‘framed’ by policymakers and the conflict that can exist between the discourse of policy reformulation and the discourse of consultation. 

Policy-makers’ perceptions of social policy formulation as it relates to older people

Ireland is a relatively ‘young’ country in the developed country context, with only 11.6 per cent of the population aged 65 years and over (CSO 2012). Despite this relatively young population, a number of policymakers referred to demographics, arguing that Ireland’s relatively young population structure had allowed for generous benefits to older people during the period of economic prosperity and that the projected increase in the older population necessitated a reformulation of policy. Echoing alarmist predictions of the ‘crisis discourse’, one civil servant stated:
	As we get older there will be a very intense competition for resources around pensions and 	health care costs and just ordinary income support and infrastructure and all the usual things, 	you’ll find it will become very pronounced and that’s a long-term proposition...because our 	overall spend now on older people is relatively small, so we can afford very generous pensions, we 	can afford very elaborate home care and long-term care packages, or thought we could. And that’s all 	in the past now and it’s not coming back. (Civil servant 5)
									
Overall, however, both civil/public servants and former Junior Ministers did not explicitly refer to the ‘crisis’ of ageing demographics. Notwithstanding the absence of explicit references to crisis scenarios, the general sentiment among both policymakers and Junior Ministers was that retrenchment in the area of social policy as it relates to older people was required. As the above quotation illustrates, current provisions for older people in both the area of pensions and health were viewed as unsustainable. One public servant who had been working in the area of old-age policy for over two decades argued that unhelpful pessimistic population projections were frequently highlighted in the course of his work:
...whenever the issue of older people comes up the mantra is we will have so many older people in 2050, now be frightened of that, that is the message, be very, very frightened. Instead of sort of saying, well right, between now and 2015 or 2012 whatever [what can we do]. (Public Servant 1)
								
While respondents intimated that policy reformulation was necessary, they did not suggest that policy would be reformulated according to any particular ideology. Instead, the majority emphasised that they attempt to take an objective approach in decisions relating to social policy and forward a viewpoint which encompasses the intergenerational and equity perspectives. An analysis of the statements made, however, suggests that many policymakers are guided by the ideology of fiscal conservatism and retrenchment of state services, rather than the expansion of public service benefits and supports. Discussions on social policy changes revolved around an economic rather than moral justification, with virtually no respondents giving attention to the need to improve services for older people or talking specifically about the impact of policies on the quality of life of older people. Despite the frequent use of the terms ‘parity’ and ‘equity’, no elaboration of either was provided. There were hints throughout the interviews that ‘equity’ (particularly in times of fiscal difficulties) equated with a neo-liberal means-based system whereby state support was only channeled to low-income groups. The government’s priority, according to civil servants, is the ‘fair’ and ‘equitable’ distribution of finances across all sections of society, and a disproportionate amount of finances should not be channeled to any one sub-group. Older people are not given any priority above other groups in this approach, as one civil servant stated:
It’s no different to a household, you have a certain budget and you have a certain wish list, which you have to prioritise and from that wish list, having heard all the parties involved proposals have to be made as to what priorities we will go with, what is the best value for money and so on and which have the greatest impact .... It’s the sustainability of all those things going forward, it’s not just the older groups and the groups that represent them, it’s getting that message across to people in the younger age cadres, who have to fund these pensions, who have to get themselves insurance, it’s a bigger picture than just a bilateral relationship with government, it’s the whole population has to stand back and have this debate on an on-going basis. (Civil servant 11)
Old-age as an entitlement-defining characteristic was therefore not seen as valid by many of the civil servants. In fact, some were uncomfortable with the idea of an age-specific focus and were not in agreement with the concept of targeting services and social policies to older people. Instead, respondents argued that changes in health and community services should be such that they would positively impact on all sections of society. In such a scenario, as one civil servant phrased it, ‘the elderly constituency get gathered up in a much broader process’. The priority according to these civil servants was that public money be spent on services for those most in need, regardless of age. In this holistic and intergenerational perspective the targeting of social policy to older people is not viewed as relevant:
Targeting [to older people] is somewhat of a flawed concept I think, communities are made up of a whole series of targets so if you provide for improved access to a building to accommodate an older people’s club, well you then also provide for people with limited mobility, sports people who have broken their legs and who are not necessarily disabled, so you just improve the access for all of the community. (Civil servant 13)
							
The state was therefore viewed by a number of policymakers as not having a role in providing welfare supports to all older people, instead, these policymakers believed that older individuals should be responsible for their own health and economic welfare. Indeed, a small number of civil servants suggested that older people as a group are economically more advantaged than other groups in the general population[endnoteRef:6]. These respondents were critical of the number of benefits older people are currently eligible for, and argued that the allocation of state finances should be channeled into other areas such as education and health: [6:  This argument is supported by data from the Central Statistics Office which suggests that during the period 2004 to 2009 persons aged 65 years and over moved from having the highest at risk of poverty rate (27.1%) in 2004, to the lowest at risk of poverty rate (9.6%) when compared with other age groups.] 

If I went to an older person’s meeting and said to them, you are the best paid across the social welfare system, there’s only 11 per cent of the population, but you are actually taking 25 per cent of the social welfare budget, you probably have a lifestyle that doesn’t’ need as much maybe as someone with children who is out of work with huge bills etc, you would be run out of the place, you know you would, but that actually is the reality ... You know we focus too much on older people, we give too much to older people, and actually if you put that money into the younger population, children in particular, you know you could change the whole society by increasing education and participation over a generation. (Civil servant 9)
							
The social construction of older people as a deserving group and the assumption that the state should allocate a disproportionate amount of resources to them was therefore questioned by some respondents. These respondents disputed the deservingness of older people and pitted older people against the deservingness of lone parents and low income families. Older people in poor economic circumstances were seen as deserving of assistance, but extreme statements relating to older millionaires were employed to suggest that other older people should not receive age-specific welfare benefits from the state. The notion of entitlement among these respondents therefore appeared to be related to a financial means-assessment, rather than any assessment or consideration of the functional needs or health-related deficits of older people. For example, commenting on the unfairness of the medical card which during the period from 2001 to 2008 provided free universal medical care to all older persons aged 70 and over, a civil servant commented: ‘It gives free medical care to richer people, who happen to be over 70, you know there is no objective equity or fairness argument in that’.(Civil servant 12) Similarly another civil servant stated:
Is it fair that a millionaire should have a medical card compared to an old age pensioner who has just the old age pension and nothing else and that you draw no distinction between the two of them, that to me in a system where we have to prioritise vulnerable people makes no sense at all?(Civil servant 19)

The findings, however, suggest that elected representatives (as distinct from civil/public servants) may place greater importance on the issue of ‘old-age targeting’ and focus more attention on the impact of policy changes on older people. Illustrative of Junior Ministers emphasis on ‘old-age targeting’ are the below comments from a former Junior Minister regarding the need to maintain the value of pension payments for existent beneficiaries:  
We have made it clear as a government that the vulnerable people will be the very last to be considered, and they would obviously be pensioners and carers......and I think pensioners if we could retain their benefit untouched as well as the carers, freeze it, they won’t be increased that is for sure this year, but if we can retain what we are giving them....but it means that we are going to have to hit other areas of social welfare if we are to preserve those for the older people.  (Former Junior Minister 2)

Unlike the majority of civil servants this former Junior Minister placed older people as a more deserving group than other welfare recipients. Later during the interview this former minister also made reference to the greater deservingness of older people vis a vis university college students, a group for whom an increase in education fees were forecast at the time of interview. The deservingness of older people, however, was not always related to any moral or ethical assessment of the needs of older people, but instead to the electoral impact of unfavourable policy changes and blame avoidance strategies adopted by elected representatives when policy in the realm of older people’s issues attracts major public interest (for example, during the medical card protests in 2008[endnoteRef:7]). While statements made by former Junior Ministers were imbued with paternalistic and sympathetic overtones, remarks regarding the higher voting rates of older constituents suggest that placating older voters served politicians’ own political gain. For example, the below comments made by a former Junior Minister reveal the positive political gain made when government enact policy changes which positively impact older people:   [7:  The medical card protest occurred following proposed changes to the eligibility rules governing the medical card - a benefit which offered all persons aged 70 years and over from 2001-2008 free GP services, prescribed drugs and medicines, in-patient public hospital services, out-patient services and free medical appliances and dental, optical and aural services.] 

Former Junior Minister: Looking over the last 15 years the commitment that government made in relation to pension, you know the old age pension as it was called then, the increases that were promised and given, I think at the time people said it just wasn’t possible to give what we were promising, but thank God that was one of the promises we were able to keep, so I think that was a real help, the election before the last one, 2002, particularly, when older people called, that was a big thing with them.
Interviewer: The increase in pension payments?
Former Junior Minister: Yeah, emm, there was so many that said, oh God you looked after us very well, yeah, [I will give you my vote]....
	Interviewer: They were aware of it and informed.
	Former Junior Minister: Oh, very much so. (Former Junior Minister, 3)
								             
Civil servants were aware of the political importance of elected representatives’ older constituents and commented on politicians’ tendency to be more sympathetic to the concerns of older people than other social welfare recipients. They argued that a greater sense of moral justification is attributed to older people on the paternalistic grounds that older people are frail or vulnerable: 
But I think that if you look back, there was always huge influence, we increase the pension by this much, we increase the pension by that much, and you will see it in all the Dáil [Parliament] debates, you will never see, we will increase unemployed payment by so much. So there is that huge value [attached to older people]. (Civil servant 17)
									
Indeed this respondent went on to state that widows tend to receive significantly more dispensation in policy discussions than any other group and that Ministers are complicit in the social construction of widows as a deserving group worthy of state support:
One of the most powerful interest groups are the widows ... in so far as if you are doing policy you would always be very conscious what the impact on the widows is. They have huge impact, and I’ll tell you why they have huge impact, it’s because most politicians are male and most of their mammies were widows and most of them struggled ... because there was no social welfare going back 30/40 years, they have a huge thing about the widows, much more so than any other group. (Civil servant 17)									
Corroborating the assertions that older people are a politically important cohort among the voting public, former Junior Ministers referred to the higher voting activity of older people, but stated that they could no longer be complacent about older people’s allegiance to a particular political party. This awareness of older people’s propensity to vote less predictably than in the past and to engage more actively in discussions concerning their benefits and entitlements caused politicians to focus greater attention on the demands of their older constituencies: 
I would say it is only in recent years that I think we have taken older people seriously, you know they had been neglected for a long time, we would [pay attention to them] through the vote every so often, but if I was to be honest with you, I would say that we haven’t given them the priority that they deserve. (Former Junior Minister 1)
								
However, evoking austerity measures advanced by international monetary bodies (Baars et al. 2006), both former Junior Ministers and civil servants referred to government austerity measures which were necessitated by the negative economic climate. They intimated that the fiscal difficulties meant that social welfare protections offered to older people could not be guaranteed or safeguarded in the future in all instances. Therefore, both former Junior Ministers and civil servants emphasised the strategy of deferred policy change, a policy tactic which was seen to deflect public scrutiny of their work and thereby minimize voter antagonism. The issue of policy incrementalism thus becomes highly relevant in the politics of old age in Ireland (for incrementalism in other contexts, see Pierson, 1994 and Tepe and Vanhuysse 2012). The findings suggest that while the current older population may receive certain dispensations, future cohorts may not fare so favourably. In summary, our analysis of policymakers’ views on old-age policy (re-)formulation revealed considerable reservations on the part of civil/public servants regarding the ‘deservingness’ of older people as a group. However, elected policymakers took a more sympathetic view, driven by their interest in defending and looking after this growing and increasingly vocal constituency they placed a greater emphasis on not antagonising current older constituents. We will now turn to examining how these views are reconciled with the imperative to consult with older people’s organizations in the course of formulating policy. Based on the analysis above, we would expect civil servants to be more hesitant than elected policymakers to engage in consultation.

Inclusion and participation of older people and their representative organizations in the policy-making process 
Both civil/public servants and former Junior Ministers conveyed how the institutionalisation of consultation in the social partnership process and the publication of numerous policy documents calling for more extensive citizen consultation legitimated and extended the inclusion of citizen/community sector organizations in the policy-making process. The social partnership programme represents an opportunity for a small number of older people’s interest organizations to operate at a strategic policy-making level. The two organizations within the social partnership process, Age Action Ireland and the Senior Citizens Parliament were unanimously perceived by both civil/public servants and former Junior Ministers as the ‘heavy hitters’, suggesting that the participants regarded them as engaging in more meaningful dialogue with policymakers. The most recent partnership agreement (Department of the Taoiseach 2006) and its adoption of a lifecycle model, which positions older people as a priority group, provided civil servants with the mandate to consult and work with these two older people’s interests organizations: 
If it’s not in the social partnership agreement or it’s not in the programme for government, it won’t reach the policy agenda .... I think [membership on social partnership] is very good because it gets them into the table which they never had before ... because if you are thinking of representation on a board or something like that, these are the people you have come across, these are the people you worked with at the negotiation table, these are the people you know, and it’s back to maybe we are a small country and that individual level. (Civil servant 10)
Junior Minister also placed a significant emphasis on consultation with local older people’s organizations who delivered services in their constituency and as such, were eager to engage with a broad population of older people including, but also extending beyond the national older people’s interest organizations.
Most respondents made positive statements about the value of consultation with older people’s interest organizations. Similar to arguments made in the international literature (Binstock and Day 1996; Walker and Naegele 1999), the majority of civil/public servants and former Junior Ministers stated that older people’s interest organizations can be used as a convenient mechanism to begin consultation with the population of older people. Organizations can act as a sounding board for politicians and civil servants before policy proposals are announced to the general public. They can provide some indication of the possible concerns which may arise in the general public beyond that which was obtainable internally in the various departments. As one Former Junior Minister phrased it, ’I’ve been around elderly for a long time on a personal level, so you see the sort of problems that arise , but that’s not a basis for policy making, you need to be in contact with the organizations who can articulate their needs’ . A number argued that the provision by organizations of policy suggestions outlining older people’s priorities was a more constructive method for garnering information relating to older people than attempting to extrapolate it from information received from individual older people. For some, therefore, consultation with older people’s interest organizations can provide a time- and cost-effective way of consulting with older people. These policymakers were very receptive to meeting with the representatives of older people’s interest organizations, as one civil servant stated, ‘[we always told them] our door is open any time you want to talk to us, we are available’ (Civil servant 8). This culture places older people’s interest organizations in an advantageous position. Civil servants and ministers are obliged to engage with outside interest organizations. While this does not necessarily translate into influence, it does give greater legitimacy to the organizations. 
	Notwithstanding this seeming positivity, both civil servants and former Junior Ministers made contradictory statements in relation to the relevance of older people’s interest organizations to their work. While, on the one hand, they very strongly endorsed the requirement to consult with older people’s interest organizations, on the other hand, they were relatively vague as to how the outcome of these consultations is incorporated into policy decisions. 
	For those policymakers involved in the formulation of pension, health and long-term care policy the opinions of older people’s interest organizations were seen to be of little relevance when it came to government decisions on the allocation of financial resources. As one civil servant stated, ‘as far as the hard edge of policy, the financial resource allocation is concerned, the financing of long-term care, they certainly are passive’ (Civil servant 17). Policymakers and former Junior Ministers alike associated the influence of older people’s organizations with ‘soft’ areas of policy reformulation, for example, older people’s participation in social activities and user-perspectives in transport and care settings. Junior Ministers in particular placed significant emphasis on the services older people’s interest organizations delivered in the community and placed greater importance on organizations’ capacity to deliver services than influence policy.  Indeed, it appeared that the organizations were perceived by many respondents as having little understanding of the economic implications of the policy changes they advanced. Older people’s interest organizations were by and large not seen to appreciate the importance of reprioritising resource allocation and redeploying government finances. They were viewed as generally seeking an expansion of benefits, something which research participants regarded as unrealistic:
I suppose there is an air of unreality about them, they look for the Rolls Royce solution all the time and maybe that’s from their perspective what they need, or that’s what they perceive they want, but I have to deal with the reality of what’s pragmatic and what’s possible and what’s real. (Civil servant 9)									
As such, the economic implications of policy change are paramount to any decision made in government departments and it appears that consideration is only given to those proposals which align with the prevalent economic strategy. The emphasis on fiscal prudence seems to overshadow any other priorities:
Very often, it is not as if people are purposefully sitting down to exclude these [older] people but they can so easily be forgotten because of economy and money and what’s the benefit of this and it’s all measured, well I won’t say it’s all measured, but we had a tendency in recent years to measure everything in euro ... it is so easy to forget [older] people. (Former Junior Minister 3)

						              
While Former Junior Ministers, referred more frequently to organizations proactivity, in all but one instance[endnoteRef:8] statements referring to this proactivity related to service initiatives the organizations developed in the community.  Civil servants and former Junior Ministers, however, were unable to provide examples of older people’s interest organizations proactivity in the area of policy development, suggesting instead that organizations only instigated contact when policy amendments or new proposals to social welfare services or pensions were made by government. In the words of one civil servant, ‘we would have had very little criticism of any of the work we are doing until we stopped doing it’ (Civil servant 3). The notion of holding on to existing entitlements was therefore emphasised in many of the interviews. Those who mentioned this issue, and the associated perception that organizations were reactive in nature, acknowledged the fact that organizations had to adhere to the agendas and demands of their members. They reasoned that organizations have to be seen to be reactive and responsive to proposed changes in order to justify their existence and maintain the support of their members. Research respondents thus acknowledged that it may be difficult for organizations to adapt to a new type of consultation, which was focused on retrenchment rather than expansion of services. Notwithstanding the seeming tensions that may arise in the context of policy reformulation former Junior Ministers and civil servants referred to the value of including organizations in the policy formulation process so that the organizations and their members could acquire an improved understanding of the policy decisions made by government: [8:  Reference was made to organizations request to extend the free travel pass available to person’s aged 66 year olds and over on Dublin’s newly created light rail system.] 

Now at the end of the day the Minister has to make decisions, they are not always going to be in line with the organizations, and I feel the closer you have these groups with you, it’s not that you can tell them everything, they realise you have to keep them at a certain distance, but at the same time you can communicate and explain to them the reasons why you are doing what you are doing, I think, if you keep them informed they are much more likely to accept the decision you make. (Former Junior Minister 1)	

As the above quotation suggests organizations were only informed of policy initiatives once all the major issues had been agreed by government. Policy-makers, unable to satisfy the demands of older people’s interest organizations, instead discountenanced their demands. Indeed, both civil/public servants and former Junior Ministers conveyed no sense that policy decisions had been influenced by the organizations, but rather portrayed the organizations as passive observers, who are brought along to give the appearance of inclusiveness but in fact are just offered permission to observe. Rather than the solutions and agenda emerging from the policy process, it seems the process is engineered to ensure that ‘the right answers’ are acquired. Commenting on the lack of importance placed on consultation with the representatives of older people’s interest organizations, one public servant commented: 
I think there is a lot of rhetoric around it, I think people would say, yes, they are very important but in reality I don’t think they would be perceived as being that important really unless they were service delivers, if they deliver services, yes they would ... the groups that are seen more as lobbyists, they would nearly be seen as a thorn in the side. (Public servant 15)

Such action was defended on the basis of the perceived manifold weaknesses of the organizations.  The perceived incongruence between organisational leaders and their members, members and the wider older population and organizations and other civil society organizations justified the discountenance of the policy suggestions of older people’s interest organizations when they did not align with the priorities of both civil servants and former Junior Ministers. In summary, contrary to what we might have expected on the basis of their differential views on reforming old-age policy, both civil servants and Junior Ministers’ accounts revealed a degree of cynicism about consultation with older people’s organizations.

Conclusion
The economic crisis along with population ageing shape the politics of old age globally and in Ireland. The economic context sets the parameters within which policy decisions are made: social policy is framed by policymakers in the context of economic policy. Retrenchment is viewed as inevitable. Efficacy and cost containment are underscored by policymakers as key policy priorities. The findings of the current study reveal how policymakers’ emphasis on the development of social policy within an economic framework results in  insufficient attention being  given to the impact of policy change on the lives of older people. Civil/public servants purported that policy making in the Irish context is equality driven, yet inequality was not seen to affect older people, but rather the general (younger) population. Policy reformulation towards older people was subsumed within a broader policy framework and only deemed relevant to older people with limited financial means. Priority was not placed on a national policy programme which would positively impact a wider population of older people in the community. Civil servants, who by and large were more candid in their remarks towards the reformulation of policy than former Junior Ministers suggested that only older people who were severely economically disadvantaged were worthy of special dispensation and offered protection by the welfare state. Similar to the notion of ‘the deserving poor’ (Thane 2000) in the pre-war period, those with no other recourse could be offered minimum protections from the state. In this residual model, the issue of older people’s politics appeared redundant.  Former Junior Ministers did not outline a unified policy strategy for older people, but employing a discourse reminiscent of a moral economy of ageing appeared to be hesitant to support policy change that negatively impacted the older people in their local constituency. Reconciling the need to reformulate policy and not antagonize current older constituents, they placed emphasis on making incremental policy changes which would have minimal impact on beneficiaries in the short-term.

The findings of the chapter also revealed that policymakers held vacillating and ambivalent opinions of the politics of old age and older people’s interest organizations. It elucidates the marginal role that age-based interest organizations play in the work of policymakers and how the perceived irrelevance of ‘old age’ targeting and emphasis on individual responsibility in the 21st century (Baars et al. 2006) has significant implications for the legitimacy claims of older people’s interest organizations. Respondents were ambivalent towards older people’s interest organizations, because they did not agree with the categorization of older people as a separate constituency deserving of special dispensation, or viewed the organizations as unrepresentative of the general older population. Perhaps unsurprisingly, therefore, older people’s interest organizations were at times antagonistic towards the work of policymakers. Within this context, consultation with older people’s interest organizations appeared to act as a strategic exercise to test the acceptability of policy changes. Older people’s interest organizations did not have the ability to place issues on the policy agenda and at best could only veto aspects of proposed policies. The findings therefore reveal that, despite overt inclusion in the partnership process and other fora, older people’s interest organizations are essentially excluded in the context of policy design and reformulation. A number of the organizations can be labeled ‘included observers’ - they are granted access to the policy-making table but their ability to exert influence is negligible, hence rendering them powerless observers. In the area of pension and health care reform, both policymakers and former Junior Ministers emphasized the importance of making incremental policy changes which do not impact upon current populations of older people, suggesting that decisions relating to major social policy changes remain largely the preserve of a small cohort of political representatives and senior civil servants. The findings of this chapter therefore lay bare how lip service is given to the notion of consultation and how prioritization of economic considerations renders ‘consultation’ of older people’s organizations largely meaningless rhetoric. In short, it reveals how in the Irish context greater emphasis is placed on the discourse of policy reformulation as it relates to older people than the discourse of policy consultation. 
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