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ACTION ON ELDER ABUSE SAFEGUARDING CONFERENCE 

10th October 2012 

Speech by Liz Kendall MP 

Shadow Minister for Care and Older People 

Introduction 

It’s a real pleasure to be here today. 

I want to start by thanking Action on Elder Abuse for 
organising this conference, and more importantly, for all the 
work you have done over the years. 

You have campaigned tirelessly to raise awareness about the 
abuse and neglect of older people, and to provide a strong 
voice for the victims and their families. 

You have rightly said this abuse and neglect has been 
ignored or tolerated for too long, in too many parts of our 
health and care system. 

You’ve been pushing for legislation to improve adult 
safeguarding since 2004. 

Your Prevalence Study in 2007 triggered the review of the 
‘No Secrets’ guidance.  

This in turn informed the Law Commission’s Review of adult 
social care legislation, which started under the previous 
Government, and now the White Paper and Draft Bill on 
Care and Support, published in July. 

So you should be proud of your achievements, and the very 
real difference you have made. 

Draft Bill 

The proposals on adult safeguarding in the White Paper and 
Draft Bill are an important and very welcome step forward. 
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For the first time, the key duties and responsibilities of local 
councils in relation to adult safeguarding will be brought 
together and enshrined in law – not just official guidance. 

You’ll hear much more about the details of the Draft Bill 
later today, but it’s key clauses include:  

 a duty for every local council to establish Safeguarding 
Adult Boards, with mandatory participation from the 
local police and NHS; 

 a duty for councils to investigate suspected incidents of 
adult abuse and to conduct inquiries; and 

 a duty to publish an annual strategic plan and an 
annual report on how this work is being carried out. 

As the Shadow Minister for Care and Older People, I’m 
determined to play my part in getting the best possible 
legislation in place. And I want to work with you throughout 
the Bills passage to ensure we achieve this goal. 

I’m not sure how many of you have read the Bill, but there 
are some key areas where I’d really like to hear your views. 

First, the Bill rightly says safeguarding vulnerable adults 
should include those at risk of financial abuse – such as 
having their money stolen, or being put under pressure 
about their income, property or savings. 

However, the Bill doesn’t provide an overarching definition 
of adults at risk of abuse or neglect – is this something it 
could and should attempt to do? 

Second, the Bill identifies the police and NHS as mandatory 
participants in Safeguarding Adult Boards, alongside the 
local council.  

Again, this is very welcome. But are there other agencies 
that should be specified as mandatory participants, without 
reducing the flexibility councils undoubtedly need to reflect 
different local circumstances? 
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Third, I’m particularly concerned to make sure older and 
disabled people and their families are properly involved, for 
example in developing council safeguarding plans.  

Local Healthwatch organisations, which are intended to 
provide the user and public voice in the NHS and social care, 
will have an important role - although I’ve long argued that 
their powers, independence and resources are extremely 
weak compared to the scale of the task they face. 

Fourth, how can Safeguarding Adult Boards work effectively 
with all the other bodies that have a role in safeguarding 
adults including the Care Quality Commission, the 
Independent Safeguarding Authority and the Local 
Government Ombudsman?  

Being very clear about the responsibilities of all these 
different bodies, and how they will work together, is vital so 
that vulnerable adults don’t fall through the gap.   

Yet getting this right will be difficult, particularly as there 
are likely to be further changes in the way health and social 
care are regulated following the Francis review into Mid 
Staffordshire Hospital, which isn’t now due until January. 

Fifth, how can we make sure Safeguarding Adult Boards are 
properly equipped to deal with cases of abuse and neglect in 
people’s own homes, not just residential care – something 
that’s increasingly important as effort focuses on helping 
more people stay living independently in their own homes? 

Last but by no means least, how can we make sure 
Safeguarding Boards get the resources they need, as local 
council budgets are cut by a third, and with huge pressures 
on local police and NHS budgets too? 

I know pressures are already emerging on the ground to 
merge child and adult safeguarding boards and there are big 
concerns this will dilute their effectiveness. 
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Wider issue 

I’m very keen to hear your views about these and any other 
aspects of the Draft Bill you think might need improving, so 
we end up with the very best possible legislation. 

But we must also be clear that on its own, the Bill wont 
achieve the wider changes we desperately need to stamp out 
abuse and neglect of older and disabled people. 

We need to be honest about the level and scale of this task. 

The ONS has just published figures on the causes of death in 
hospitals and care homes over the last year. 

43 adults starved to death in hospitals. 111 died of thirst. 

8 adults starved to death in care homes. 21 adults died of 
thirst.  

Hundreds more predominantly elderly people were severely 
malnourished or dehydrated when they died, even if the 
cause of death was specified as something else. 

This level of abuse and neglect is simply unacceptable in the 
21st century in one of the richest countries in the world. 

So we need a proper system of adult safeguarding clearly 
spelt out in the law.  

And we urgently need a regulatory system that works, and 
that people can have confidence in. 

But our ultimate goal must be to prevent neglect and abuse 
from happening in the first place, by having high quality care 
for older and disabled people in every part of the country. 

There’s no silver bullet; no one single policy or initiative 
that’s going to achieve this. 
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We all need, in our different roles – and I include politicians 
in this – to create a genuine movement for change in every 
organisation, at every level, in every service that works with 
older and disabled people. 

Not least because it remains very difficult for many older 
and disabled people to speak out if they experience poor 
care, neglect or abuse.  

Older people are often very fearful about the consequences, 
or struggle because they’re suffering from conditions like 
dementia. 

Family carers also find it hard to push for change, because 
they’re simply overwhelmed with their caring 
responsibilities.  

And staff - particularly in services like domiciliary care 
which are predominantly low paid and low status – also find 
it hard to speak out, because they’re fearful of their keeping 
their jobs especially if they work on zero hour contracts. 

There may be lessons we could learn from other areas 
where improvements have been made in recent decades, 
such as the way services tackle domestic violence. 

Of course there isn’t a direct read across - and many would 
rightly argue still a long way to go before domestic violence 
gets the focus and priority it deserves.  

But there are some key themes worth highlighting. 

Improving the legislative framework is crucial.  

So too is changing the attitudes and skills of staff, through 
better education and training.  

Making sure services really listen to and act on the views 
and experiences of the users of services and their families. 

 



CHECK AGAINST DELIVERY 

 6 

Getting all the different agencies working together to take a 
‘whole person’ approach, with a focus on identifying and 
preventing problems as early on as possible. 

And action on wider attitudes too, raising public awareness 
about the issue and the role we can all play in tackling the 
problem. 

All these measures are relevant to improving care for older 
and disabled people, and will be looked at as part of 
Labour’s policy review. 

Conclusion 

So the White Paper and Draft Bill on Care and Support are a 
welcome step forward. We need to make sure the legislation 
is the very best it can be, including on adult safeguarding. 

But we will only really tackle the abuse and neglect of 
vulnerable adults if we see the specific measures in the Bill 
as part of a much wider agenda of transforming care and 
support. 

None of this will be easy. And it will take time. 

But improving the way we care for older and disabled 
people must now move to centre stage.  

With our ageing population, and the number of over 85s set 
to double by 2030, this is absolutely crucial - particularly in 
the NHS where older people are the biggest users of 
services.  

Improving care for older people cannot be just another 
‘policy’ or ‘initiative’ in the NHS – it is its core business, 
requiring real leadership in every service and at all levels, 
including from politicians. 

I want to work with you as we take all these issues forward. 

And I really look forward to hearing your comments and 
questions today. 


