Dear Secretary of State,
We are writing to you to express our deep, shared concerns about the proposal to
raise the qualifying age for free prescriptions from 60 to 66.
There is no doubt that it will have a lasting adverse impact on the 52% of 60-64 year
olds with one or more long term conditions. Some will find the change affordable but
significant numbers will not. The DHSC impact analysis highlights that these
patients will find it harder to proactively manage their conditions, presenting in their
local health service as they deteriorate.
The DHSC has estimated savings of £198-£257m p.a. for the NHS as a whole, a tiny
fraction of the NHS £212.1bn budget for 2020/21. What's more, this estimate does
not take into account the additional costs to local health services of having to
address the more complex issues that will arise for people in this age group who will
no longer feel able to afford their medication. These patients are more likely to live
in more deprived communities, with services that are more overstretched and underresourced than in more affluent areas. There are no specific measures suggested to
direct the money saved by this proposal to support health systems in less favoured
places. The proposed change seriously risks widening health inequalities at a time
when the Government and the NHS are committed to narrowing them.
The age for exemption from prescription charges may have its origins in the State
Pension age but its rationale today is that it meets a known health need. Most of us
will live with one or more health conditions as we age and for many in their sixties
this can mean needing to take medicines into the longer term, to preserve and
protect their health for the future. The fact that the existing exemption helps to
remove any potential barriers to achieving this is really important – just as significant,
in fact, as the exemptions that help people on low incomes to afford their medicines.
This is also why, in the longer term, we believe that prescriptions should be free for
all.
At a time when it is inevitable that millions are going to be waiting long periods for
elective surgery and other treatments, these changes risk compounding the NHS
backlog by putting new barriers in the way of 60-65 year olds with lower incomes
taking the medication they need to manage their conditions in the meantime.
For all these reasons we urge you to commit to retaining the prescription fee
exemption for patients aged over 60.
We would be very happy to discuss these matters with you or with your advisers.
Please ask your office to contact rosie.mckearney@ageuk.org.uk if you wish to
pursue this.
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