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I am very pleased to have been invited by the President of the Law Reform
Commission, the Hon. Mr Justice Declan Budd, to launch the Consultation Paper on
Law and the Elderly.

As is to be expected of any publication of the Commission, this paper is an
interesting, thought provoking and learned review of the topic, drawing on the
experience in other comparable jurisdictions. It is a fine example of scholarship,
distilled reflection and discourse at its best and exactly the context for the informed
public discussion and feedback on which a final report will be based in due course.

I declare a vested interest in the subject matter at the outset as someone whose age
now qualifies me for an increased level of personal concern about the issues you have
addressed. Among the benefits of being part of the generation of the 21% century is an
increased life expectation and an increased quality of life. The proportion of people
over the age of 65 is growing rapidly presenting both opportunities and challenges we
need to prepare carefully and strategically for.

The writer Anthony Powell once said; “Growing old is like being increasingly
penalised for a crime you haven’t committed”. That is precisely the scenario your
report is designed to help us avoid. There are many senior members of our
community who would be outraged to describe their lives in such terms for they are
as deeply involved in every aspect of life as ever they were and as in control of their
own destiny as ever they were. Yet we would have to admit that for some old age
brings a deepening vulnerability and infirmity, a heightened fear and an increased
isolation, and hard as it is to credit or to admit, among them are some who
experience abuse and mistreatment. For them it is essential that this unpalatable
truth is faced up to squarely.

Until relatively recently, elder abuse - the abuse, neglect and/or mistreatment of
older people - like so many other forms of abuse and more than many others, was not
recognised as a problem. In the last 15 years or so this has begun to change, partly
because of the recognition of other forms of abuse as social problems. Elder abuse
takes many different forms, from physical, psychological and sexual abuse to
financial, sociological and societal abuse, as well as neglect. The fact that there are no
special legal remedies in place to protect an older person against abuse is deeply
unsatisfactory for it means that solutions designed for other problems are stretched
and patched unconvincingly to cope with things they were never designed to deal




and recommendations on the practical problems which havye arisen in the operation
of the Powers of Attorney Act of 1996 are Particularly welcome for the legislation has
not been availed of as widely as it should be, At the same time it is very evident that
the Commission has been carefi] to prioritise the safeguarding of the rights of those
who grant the power and to guard against abuse of the power by those to whom it is

As is so often the case with the Commission’s work, legislation is not the only or
most powerful end purpose of its work. Public education and sensitisation to serious
issues long buried, ignored or overlooked is key to the cultural changes which
legislation can only underpin and pPromote.

Go raibh maith agaibh go léir.



