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Today, I want to talk about the lessons from more than a decade of 

failure on social care reform, and how Labour would start putting 

this right. 

The reason I care so passionately about this issue isn’t just because 

I’ve been working in the world of health and social care for more 

than 25 years – although I have. 

It’s not just because I think about my own family, my parents and all 

their friends – although my mum would have my guts for garters if I 

didn’t. 

It is because we live in the Century of Ageing, and we cannot build a 

better Britain with decent public services and a growing economy 

unless we finally face up to the challenge of social care. 

I want to start with a brief recap of where we’ve got to after 13 years 

of Conservative Government. 

Their flagship policy on social care reform, first promised in 2012, 

was the cap on care costs.  

Their plans for a £72,000 cap – much higher than Andrew Dilnot 

originally proposed – were first set out in 2013 and legislated for in 

2014.  But the cap was delayed in 2015 and postponed indefinitely in 

2017. 

In 2019, Boris Johnson solemnly pledged to “fix the crisis in social 

care once and for all” in his first speech as Prime Minister on the 

steps of Downing Street.   
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And the 2019 Conservative manifesto once again promised “nobody 

needing care should be forced to sell their home to pay for it”. 

In 2021, the Government announced their latest cap at £86,000, paid 

for by a tax hike in National Insurance. 

But one year and two Prime Ministers later the policy was buried 

once and for all in the Chancellor’s Autumn Statement, despite 

Jeremy Hunt previously claiming his biggest regret as Health 

Secretary was failing to secure long-term social care reforms.  

That’s not the only broken promise we’ve seen on reform.  

Next week we are expecting the Government to announce cuts of at 

least £550m from their White Paper commitments to improve the 

care workforce and to better integrate health and care.  Cuts are also 

expected in support for unpaid family carers and in the budget to 

transform the use of technology. 

These cuts are unbelievably short sighted.  

Tackling the 165,000 staff vacancies in social care – the highest since 

records began – should be the top priority for this Government.  

And reforming services to help people stay living at home, rather 

than ending up in hospital when they don’t need to be there, is vital 

for older and disabled people, their families and the NHS. 

Once again it is people in this audience, who work on the frontline, 

giving your all, who will be left trying to pick up the pieces. 

So what should we learn from this decade of failure on reform? 

The first lesson is that you have to start with the right vision, purpose 

and values. 

The main question Andrew Dilnot was asked by the then Prime 

Minister David Cameron was “how can people protect their assets, 

especially their homes, against the cost of care?” 
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This is undoubtedly a crucial question. It cannot be right that some 

people end up seeing their life savings wiped out because they are 

unlucky enough to need substantial amounts of care for dementia, 

but not for a disease like cancer.   

But this unfairness is not the only issue that needs addressing when 

it comes to social care reform, especially for working age adults with 

disabilities - who make up a third of the users and half of the budget 

for social care – and for whom protecting their assets simply isn’t the 

question. 

It doesn’t tackle the 165,000 staff vacancies in social care, or help the 

millions of unpaid family carers who’ve been pushed to breaking 

point, or deliver more joined up, preventive care in the community 

and at home. 

So the result is that the Tories have spent 13 years failing to deliver 

one aspect of reform, while the rest of the system has fallen apart. 

Labour’s starting point is different. The question we seek to answer 

is how do we build a care system fit for the future, which meets the 

needs and aspirations of all older and disabled people and their 

families?  

We understand that at its best social care is about far more than 

helping people get up, washed, dressed and fed – vital though this is.  

It is about ensuring all older and disabled people can live the life they 

choose, in the place they call home, with the people they love, doing 

the things that matter to them most.  

This is the vision pioneered by the group Social Care Future and it is 

one an incoming Labour Government intends to deliver. 

This leads me to the second lesson, which is that you cannot get 

reform of social care right unless you start with users and families. 
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Last week I met with a group of people who use care and support to 

discuss Labour’s plans. 

A young disabled man began by talking about the terrible problems 

he’s having getting the home he wants with wide enough doors, an 

accessible bathroom, and a lift upstairs to bed and how often he 

ends up isolated because he can’t visit his friends’ homes either. 

Yet the issue of more accessible housing or increasing the number of 

housing options like supported living, Extra Care Housing and 

modern retirement communities is something we barely hear about 

in national debates on reform. 

Labour will ensure the views of users and families drive change 

throughout the system: from how support is commissioned by Local 

Authorities and regulated by the CQC, to how it is delivered on the 

ground including through more effective Direct Payments and 

Personal Budgets.  

We will also legislate for stronger rights for users and families, such 

as a new right for all care home residents to have visits from their 

loved ones.  

The third lesson we should learn from the last decade of 

Government failure is that the short-term, sticking plaster approach 

to social care which fails to tackle the root causes of the problems 

facing older and disabled people will never deliver the changes 

people need.  

Perhaps the most glaring example of this is the Government’s 

approach to “winter planning” and the delayed discharges fund. A 

£750m fund that didn’t start getting to the frontline until half-way 

through winter, which hasn’t addressed the fundamental problem of 

staff shortages, and which has failed to prioritise preventing people 

from ending up in hospital in the first place.  
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The result is there are only 130 fewer people stuck in hospital when 

they don’t need to be than when the Government announced the 

first tranche of delayed discharge funding in November. 

That’s failing older people and it’s failing taxpayers too, because they 

end up footing the bill for more expensive hospital care. 

In contrast Labour is calling for a 10 year plan of investment and 

reform to provide stability and certainty, support long term planning 

and fundamentally shift the focus of care towards prevention and 

early intervention. 

At the heart of our plan is a New Deal for Care workers to recruit and 

retain staff, ensure fair pay, terms and conditions and improve 

training and career progression. Because we cannot achieve any 

other objective for social care unless we have the right workforce in 

place. 

Our 10 year plan will also enshrine a new principle of ‘Home First’.  

People will always need residential and nursing homes but we know 

most of us want to stay living in our own homes for as long as 

possible.  

So Labour’s objective is to ensure people get the joined up health 

and care services they need early on with the right home 

adaptations, more housing options, greater use of technology to 

support independent living, and working with voluntary and 

community groups to tackle issues like loneliness and isolation. 

The economic circumstances we are likely to face if we win the 

General Election, and the pressures that have built up in the system, 

mean we won’t be able to deliver all the changes we want over 

night.  

But we can and will make an immediate start and set out a clear road 

map for the future. 
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Getting social care right is non-negotiable for the millions of us who 

depend on care and support. 

It is essential to delivering an NHS that’s fit for the future – one of 

Keir Starmer’s five key missions for Government. 

And it is vital for our economy too. 

This is the fourth lesson we should learn from what’s happened over 

the last decade.  

Decent public services depend on having a growing economy, and a 

growing economy depends on decent public services too. 

Take the huge increase in economic inactivity amongst the over 50s 

since the Covid pandemic. The primary reason for this is poor 

physical and mental health and increasing waiting lists in the NHS – 

now at 7 million.  

The second biggest reason is caring responsibilities. The latest 

Census shows 1 in 5 of all women aged 55 to 60 are now caring for 

and older or disabled loved one. This is a staggering figure which the 

Government needs to wake up to as a matter of urgency. 

Because without a properly functioning care system, 2.5 million 

unpaid carers have to give up work or reduce their hours. This isn’t 

good for families, especially during a cost of living crisis, it’s not good 

for businesses who need to draw on the talents of everyone in our 

country, and it is not good for the economy either. 

The truth is in modern Britain, social care - and I would argue 

childcare - are as much a part of our economic infrastructure as the 

roads and the railways.  

I believe understanding this is the key to unlocking progress. 
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Labour is under no illusions about the scale of the task ahead.  

Social care was left out of the original welfare settlement and putting 

it where it should be – at the heart of a modernised welfare state, on 

an equal footing with the NHS - will take guts, focus and 

determination. 

But with Keir Starmer’s leadership and working in partnership with 

you, we can and will deliver. 

Thank you. 

 

ENDS 


