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Older people are a large and growing section of the European Unionôs population ï 175 million over-50s at 
the last count (85 million of them over 65) and the projections are for 207 million by 2025.  It says much for 
the social and economic policies of EU Member States that life expectancy has grown so significantly. How-
ever, this development has thrown up some real challenges as well ï such as ageist attitudes and age dis-
crimination, the need for adequate health and social care services and the need to ensure a sufficient in-
come. 
 
There are, thankfully, many organisations working to tackle these challenges; independent, not-for-profit 
organisations of and for older people across the EU.  The AGE Platform, established in 2001, brings over 
150 of these bodies together to give a strong and credible voice to the views, needs and interests of older 
and retired people.  A small secretariat in Brussels ï punching well above its weight ï liaises with the Euro-
pean institutions and carries out the administration involved in managing such a disparate membership.  For 
example, some of the newer Member States have no history of civil society, and there is little state support 
available for NGOs compared to the bigger, longer-established members.  Importantly, staff also work with 
other EU-wide NGO groupings such as the European Social Platform, the European Womenôs Lobby and 
the European Youth Forum.  There are so many issues on which we can make common ground: equality, 
anti-poverty campaigning, influencing European legislation to ensure it balances the economic and the so-
cial vision of the European project. 
 
One direct link in this context is the European Parliamentôs Inter-Group on Ageing, with which AGE keeps 
up close links.  It has been influential in, for example, influencing the progress of the Directive which will 
protect older people from discrimination in access to goods, facilities and services.  If older people ever 
doubted the importance of what goes on ñover thereò in Brussels, or indeed if they doubted the influence of 
the voluntary and community sector, they would have been reassured in the summer of 2008.  There was 
every possibility that this Directive would not include age at all, and there is no doubt that the really intense 
lobbying and briefing by AGE centrally, and its members at national level, was influential in the European 
Commission putting forward an across-the-board proposal for the Directive.  Not that the battle is yet won!  
The big battalions of the insurance industry and others ï and some individual Member States ï are not 
keen, and will try to make the protection minimal; but there is still negotiation to be done (the current Swed-
ish Presidency is keen to move on the Directive) and new protections to be won. 
 
The AGE Platform is led by a Council elected by the member organisations. One of the two UK representa-
tives on the AGE Council is Irene Kingston, a former Chair of Age Concern NI and former Head of Commu-
nications at the Equality Commission.  She was elected to the position by AGE Platform UK, a network of 
the UK member organisations of AGE, in 2007.  She is keen to spread the message of AGE (and maybe 

recruit a few new members) and you can contact her on kingston.i2@btinternet.com  or 07749 082183.  
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The Volunteer Development Agency has recently launched their óOne Good Reasonô cam-
paign which encourages those from older age groups to volunteer.  The campaign show-
cases real local volunteers who love what they do and want to encourage their peers to get 
involved too. 
 
The most common and effective way for people to become involved in volunteering is by 
word of mouth, the project is encouraging those who already enjoy volunteering to tell their 
friends why they do it and ask them what their óOne Good Reasonô could be.   
Those interested can check out the website www.volunteernow.co.uk  where they can 
browse through some of the thousands of opportunities that are available across Northern 
Ireland.  Here they can also find out details on when the next taster session event will take 
place in their area where they can come along and find out more about what volunteering is, 
chat to existing volunteers  and learn a bit more about whatôs out there without feeling they 
have to make a commitment there and then.  There are fifteen volunteer centres across 
Northern Ireland that match up volunteers with organisations in their local area.  People can 
reach their local centre by calling the local rate number 0845 652 6065 where an experi-
enced staff member can help find the right opportunity that suits their interests and circum-
stances. 
 
A study by the Agency in 2007 revealed that those over 65 are the age group least likely to 
volunteer and 21% said they felt ótoo old to volunteerô, this is a perception that the campaign 
wants to challenge by showing that volunteering is a fantastic way for people to make and 
maintain social links and pass on the wealth of skills and experience they have built up over 
the years to benefit themselves, their community and society at large.  Volunteering has also 
been shown to have a positive effect on the health of older volunteers and provide opportuni-
ties for then to remain active physically and mentally.   
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By highlighting the variety of different  
opportunities available from more traditional 
roles such as in charity shops and the 
church through to opportunities such as 
working with animals, young people and the 
environment the project hopes to show  
people that there should be something for  
everyone, whether it involves putting into 
practice existing skills and experience or 
seeing volunteering as a chance to try 
something new. 
 
Above all volunteering should be ófun, satis-
fying and on your termsô and organisations 
must be aware that although people may 
be retired they still may have caring and 
family commitments and a busy and active 
lifestyle that volunteering has to be able to 
fit around. 
 
Organisations who want to improve their 
practice and ability to attract .and support 
older volunteers can avail of free training as 
part of Age Awareness Week.  Details can 
be found on www.volunteering-ni.org and 
www.ageawarenessweek.com.  Early next 
year the project will commence with an ex-
citing research study, the first of its kind in 
Ireland, measuring the impact of volunteer-
ing on the self rated health of older volun-
teers.  Organisations keen to take part can 
email Christine@volunteering-ni.org . 
 
The One Good Reason campaign is part of 
the Unlocking Potential Project funded by 
The Atlantic Philanthropies and delivered 
by the Volunteer Development Agency in 
conjunction with Voluntary Service Bureau 
and the North West Volunteer Centre. 
 

1 ST Floor, Millennium House, 17 - 25 Great Victoria Street Belfast BT2 7BA  

Telephone No. 028 90 316 383  

www.olderpeoplesadvocateni.org  info@olderpeoplesadvocateni.org  

http://www.volunteering-ni.org/
http://www.ageawarenessweek.com/
mailto:Christine@volunteering-ni.org
http://www.olderpeoplesadvocateni.org/

