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NHS charges and pensioner taxes need to be considered to fix the fracture between the health 

service and councils which condemns the elderly to confusing and chaotic care, a report for a 

respected think tank urges.  

Britain faces an unpalatable choice between higher taxes, charges for GP appointments, A&E 

and other services, or continuing with a failing system, a panel of experts said. “None of 

these things are nice, so the question is which of the not-nice things do you want,” said Kate 

Barker, the economist who chaired an independent commission set up by the King’s Fund.  

The tax-funded NHS and the means-tested social care system run by councils need to be 

unified into a single, ring-fenced budget, the commission recommends. Political attempts to 

make the two systems work more closely together will leave people with worse care than a 

pooled £120 billion budget, it says.  

Ms Barker, a former member of the Bank of England’s Monetary Policy Committee, said: 

“The current systems rub up against each other like bones in an open fracture. The lack of 

alignment between them leads to serious problems of co-ordination, with the NHS and local 

authorities battling over who should pay for what, and patients, service users and their 

families left confused and bewildered. This is not sustainable.”  

It is unfair that people with some conditions, such as cancer, have their treatment fully paid 

for by the NHS but those with others, such as Dementia or Parkinson’s, often have to pay 

many costs themselves, her report says.  

She argues that health costs are rising mainly because of the emergence of helpful new 

treatments rather than an ageing population and says people will naturally want spending to 

continue to rise. “Regardless of how it is paid for, richer countries not only spend more on 

health, as one might expect, but proportionately more,” she writes.  

“As Robert Hall and Charles Jones, economists at Stanford University and the University of 

California, Berkeley, have argued, ‘as we get older and richer, which is more valuable: a third 

car, yet another television, more clothing – or an extra year of life?’”  

However, this leaves a tax-funded NHS struggling to find the money, a problem which would 

be exacerbated if it was united with a social care system where people must pay many of their 

own costs themselves.  

New charges for some NHS services, or the “hotel costs” of staying in hospital could plug 

some of the gap, the commission says. Means-testing pensioner benefits such as the winter 

fuel allowance or abolishing pension tax reliefs are an alternative because “at least some of 

the funding should come from a pensioner population that on average is better off than its 

preceding cohorts” it says.  

Chris Ham, chief executive of the King’s Fund, said the report “sets out a compelling case for 

change and hard choices that need to be faced. These choices present a significant challenge 
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to politicians but with NHS and social care budgets now under huge strain, this is a debate we 

need to start before, not after, the next General Election.”  

 


