
mandatory retirement age 70 and to eliminate it
entirely for federal employees.

CANADA

In Canada the Human Rights Act 1978 does not go as
far as removing mandatory retirement ages (although
there is pressure growing to do so) but does make
it unlawful to deprive people of employment oppor-
tunities on grounds of age, as a result of policies or
practices relating to recruitment promotion, training,
or other personnel matters.

EUROPEAN COMMUNITY

In the European Community only France has
legislation which protects older workers. In 1989, with
support from the minister of culture, the government
launched a national day: thejournee deflamboyance. La
flamboyance is a new movement which promotes and
celebrates longevity. It aims at dispelling the myths
about old age and at building a network of associations
concerned with the issues of aging.

In 1990 the European parliament voted on two
reports calling for action on age discrimination. The de
Vitto report on the social charter action programme
called for the commission to carry out a survey into
legislation and practices that discriminated on the
grounds ofage and to take measures to guarantee equal
treatment for elderly people. The Nianias report on
European Commission proposals for older people calls
on the commission to conduct investigations into
discriminatory practices on the grounds of age and
initiate action to bring about equal treatment for
elderly people.

Impetus for change
The main impetus in Britain for measures to deal

with age discrimination at the workplace-despite
the current recession-derive from the so called
demographic time bomb which will be increasingly felt
by all organisations, public and private, during the
1990s and into the next century.
The fall in the birth rate in the 1970s means that the

number of people entering the labour market today is
falling. For instance there are one million fewer 16 to
19 year olds in 1993 than there were in 1983-a drop
of 28%. Other changes highlighted in 1989 by the
National Economic Development Council9 include an
aging workforce (in the 1990s the working population
will become increasingly concentrated in the middle
age groups and in the year 2000 there are likely to be
1F8 million more people aged 35 to 54) and an
expanding adult labour force (women returning to the
labour market are expected to provide most of the
growth in labour force in the 1990s).

In addition, the report shows the changing skills
needed by employers. New skills and flexibilities are
needed to cope with increasing new technology, the
single European market, the internationalisation of
markets, changes in the structure and nature of
employment, and changes in patterns of consumer
demand and the distribution of disposable income.9

Time for a rethink
Proposals for meeting the challenges posed by

changes in the workforce and patterns ofwork include
calls for the total elimination of mandatory retirement
ages and changes to existing employment laws which
discriminate against the over 60s. The Metropolitan
Authorities Recruitment Agency (METRA), which is
a consortium of 38 authorities (together employing

over 350 000 staff), has instigated several campaigns
aimed at eliminating age discrimination in local
government.
One aspect ofMETRA's campaign deals with public

sector pension rules (similar to those operating in the
NHS). Pension abatement has been singled out as a
blatant piece of age discrimination that is obsolete and
should be abolished. Brian Russell, the principal
administrator for the United Kingdom Steering
Committee for Local Government Superannuation
believes that abatement rules are "illogical and
uneconomic. It may be fair enough for those people
who retire at 60 or 65, but consider those who were
forced to take early retirement or who were sick and
have now recovered."

Conclusions
This year has been scheduled by the European

Commission as European Year of Older People and
Solidarity between Generations, and age discrimination
and the employment of older workers is emerging as a
major public policy issue. In medicine, as in other
occupations, there is no significant correlation between
age and work performance. Indeed most studies of
employment show the low validity and reliability ofage
as a predictor ofperformance. The use ofage criteria in
redundancy and early retirement schemes has resulted
in a massive withdrawal of older workers from the
British workforce and a considerable loss of skill and
talent.

Despite the current recession, demographic changes
and the "greying" of the workforce means urgent new
thinking is needed on such issues as flexible working
and retirement, taxation and superannuation rules
(especially abatement provisions), and employment
laws. The efficient and effective use of people's skills
requires that employment decisions are based on job
related criteria-skills, qualifications, potential, and
competence-rather than arbitrary, outmoded, and
misconceived notions about age.
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Correction
Trends in health care and their effects on medical
education
We regret that we inadvertently did not make clear that some of
the material in box three of the article "Trends in health care and
their effects on medical education" (23 January, p 255) came from
work undertaken at King's College School of Medicine and
Dentistry. Further details are available from a table entitled
"Implications of personal tutoring on the community based
medical firm" by Brian Fine in Community Based Teaching,
edited by Angela Towle and published by the King's Fund, and
were given in a talk on teaching general medicine in general
practice by Paul Booton. Full acknowledgments will appear in
the book that will be based on this series.
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