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Older people and conflict discussion paper

Although the current economic situation in Europe is focussed on younger people and how they can best contribute to national economies, there are dangers that the needs of older people can be overlooked.  We should not assume that satisfying their needs will be expensive. Recent experience through the European Commission’s Grundtvig programme has shown the huge benefits to society, local communities, families and the individuals themselves of small scale investment in their learning and engagement. The range of activities funded reveals the huge diversity of opportunity older people will respond to.  However the funding has always been temporary and transitory not allowing for sustainability, building upon and subsequently reaching others.  In addition bearing in mind the numbers of older people in Europe today –[in 2010 21.1% of the European Union population was aged 65 or over equal to over 60,000,000 people] – very few benefited from this programme nor indeed from any national education funding. 
[Eurostat data suggests that less than 4% of people aged 65 or over are or have been recently engaged in some form of learning – this data may be restricted to formal qualification learning learning/training – but extrapolating figures from other previous research would suggest that only another 8% maximum engaged – this suggests as best case scenario that 22 out 25 people over age 65 are NOT enjoying a learning opportunity.]
Therefore with few resources allocated and little known of the needs of those ‘missing’ older people society is required to maximise the benefits from resource allocation, ensure a more equitable distribution and better understand the likely learning needs of those invisible older people.

Examination of the Grundtvig stories where possible suggests that an effective way to reach the unreachable is through considering all their life stages, life achievements and life crisis – current and past (as well as possible future ones) to better target them indicating that access to learning opportunities can help understand these situations and seek solutions.

With Europe in such a state of flux with worries about the economies and the movement of people into and through Europe as a result of conflict in and around the continent we need to better understand the impact on individuals’ lives of such conflict.  Assessing past experiences and there are many – may help us better deal with current situations. 
Over the last 40 years and more – Europe has seen huge political and economic changes – some achieved peacefully and some through traumatic conflict.  In today’s Europe we still have cities divided through conflict – Belfast and Nicosia as examples and others where a process of unification has been established (Berlin) where there lessons to be learnt by engaging with the older residents of those places.

The important discussion paper now available in the ForAge website discussion forum [www.foragenetwork.eu] Older People’s Learning from Engagement in Massive Social Conflicts and Collective Actions by Professor DusanaFindeisen, Slovenian Third Age University and Dr Anna Grabowska, PRO-MED sp. Zoo, Seniors’ Club, Gdansk University of Technology, Poland and both members of the ForAge network explores how people learn from conflicts. A theoretical perspective is offered followed by an example of practical work.  Important questions around the issues discussed are presented as well as questions about where data is sparse.  The use of cyber technology in social movements and actions is also discussed. Everyone is invited to read the paper and help build up the debate and more importantly the pool of knowledge.

However at the same time the paper suggests that there may be many older people who have not necessarily come to terms with these past conflicts and that their lives can only move forward once they have ‘wrestled’ with the impact of these experiences. For example is it possible that those older people most marginalised, disenfranchised, disempowered, invisible, disengaged or displaced in our society today are those whose lives where most destroyed by past conflicts. Not only have we a duty to ascertain the reality and rectify where required but these stories need recording and preserving, not just as some form of catharsis but as important records for future and current reference. 
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