
 

 

A piece of 
legislation in 
France adopted in 
December 2015 on 
“adapting society 
to an ageing 
population” breaks 
with the 
traditional, 
dependency-
centred approach 
of policies on 
elderly age. It 
takes an ambitious 
and 
comprehensive 
view of ageing, 
anticipating the 
challenges of 
moving into elderly 
age, such as “loss 
of autonomy”. 
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Description 
Published on the 29th of December 
2015, the Act on adapting society to an 
ageing population entered into force in 
France on the 1st of January 2016. Its 
aim is to respond to the strong demand 
for long-term care within the French 
population, given that by 2060 one third 
of French citizens will be over 60, 
including almost 5 million people over 
85, compared to 1.4 million in 2015. The 
reform has been on the agenda since the 
2003 summer heatwave, which caused 
over 15,000 deaths in France, most of 
them older people. This new piece of 
legislation attempts to anticipate the 
consequences of an ageing population by 
meeting the needs of older people in 
terms of housing, transport, social and 
civic life, in addition to care and support 
in the case of loss of autonomy. It is 
based on three pillars:  

(1) Anticipating loss of autonomy, which 
comprises financing action on prevention 
and combating isolation among elderly 
people (185 million euro according to the 
estimated budget, see Dossier de presse 
of March 2015). 

(2) Adapting society to ageing, which 
includes the launch of a plan to adapt 
80,000 private housing solutions by 
2017; renovate residence-
accommodation, renamed “autonomy 
residences”; and create civil volunteering 
for seniors (these measures amount to 
84 million euro). 

(3) Support for older people facing loss 
of autonomy, which focuses on home 
based care. Key to this support is a 

reform of the “personal allowance for 
autonomy” (Allocation personnalisée 
d’autonomie - APA), which was created 
in 2002 to finance home care services 
and residential care. The intention is to 
make it easier for elderly people to stay 
at home if they want to, by increasing 
the amount of the benefit, and by 
providing funding for introducing new 
technologies in their daily lives and for 
training social care workers. 
Furthermore, it includes measures in 
favour of informal carers. (This last pillar 
represents 460 million euro.) 

Funding for the announced measures is a 
major concern. The new law anticipates 
supplementing the current funding for 
policies in favour of older people 
(estimated between 21 and 24 billion 
euro in official reports), through the 
“additional solidarity contribution for 
autonomy” (Contribution additionnelle de 
solidarité pour l’autonomie - CASA). This 
fund is financed by a 0.3% levy on the 
pensions of elderly people whose annual 
income exceeds 13,956 euro if they are 
single; and 21,408 euro if they live in 
couples. CASA was introduced in 2013 
and amounts to an estimated 726.5 
million euro in 2016.  

In addition to these three pillars, the 
accent is put on coordinating the various 
stakeholders (institutional, professional 
and political) concerned by ageing 
issues. 

Outlook & Commentary 
The Act on adapting society to an ageing 
population adopted in December 2015 
marks a turning point in long-term care 



 

 

 

regularly questioned since the 
90s. However, the creation of a 
single “autonomy sector, covering 
all people whatever their age, 
would mean that current benefits 
for disabled people, financially 
much more generous, would be 
extended to the old people’s 
sector. This would require 
significant financial resources.  
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policy in France. It attempts to 
move away from a medico-social 
approach to old age, focused on 
the notion of dependency, which 
dates back to the 1990s when old 
age was becoming a major health 
and social policy issue in France 
and Europe.  

In a climate of spending cuts, the 
left-wing government has drawn 
up an ambitious law that tackles 
the issue of ageing in a 
comprehensive manner, 
integrating the notions of growing 
old comfortably and protection for 
older people losing their 
autonomy. This cross-cutting 
approach has been commended 
on several occasions. The new 
law’s concern to include the 
different aspects of old age 
illustrates this holistic dimension. 
The objective to encourage 
volunteer work among elderly 
people and inter-generational 
transmission moves also in this 
direction. Overall, the text takes a 
positive stance on old age, 
describing it not as a disease, but 
as a period of life subject to 
frailties and consequently risks. 
According to the text, ageing 
policies must take into account 
the social connection between 
older people and the rest of 
society and recognise the 
trajectory of their lives, in 
particular their desire to remain 
living at home.  

In this same perspective of a 
holistic approach to ageing issues, 
attention is paid to the needs of 
family/ informal carers, who are 
seen as the lynchpin of support 
for older people losing their 
autonomy. Statistics indicate that 
4.3 million people give support to 
a relative aged over 60. This 
recognition of the investment 
made by family carers is 
addressed at length in the 
document annexed to the law. 
However, in concrete terms 
support for informal carers 
remains limited, since the text 
only includes two measures: the 
right to take a break in the form 
of an annual 500 euro lump sum 

paid to carers to finance day care 
or temporary accommodation; 
and a reform of the existing 
unpaid carers’ leave (which 
remains unpaid, but can be split 
and also used to organise part 
time work). 

The question of how to fund the 
law has given rise to major 
criticisms expressed by health and 
social professionals as well as by 
the right-wing opposition, the 
administrative officers and the 
elective representatives of the 
Départements (French local 
authorities in charge of the APA), 
i.e. the insufficient budget 
allocated to the implementation of 
the law. The amount of CASA is 
indeed not enough to reach all of 
the targets announced and the 
concrete measures taken to 
achieve the different objectives 
are viewed as limited. The 
increase in the existing benefit 
(APA) is also judged to be 
insufficient and limited to part of 
the recipients of the benefit at 
home. The cost of a deep-seated 
reform of the long-term care 
policy is evaluated at 2 to 3 billion 
euro (Le Monde, 15th September 
2015). We might therefore 
question whether the adopted law 
has the means to match its 
ambitions.  

Another issue relates to the 
holistic approach itself. Can it 
really be comprehensive when a 
significant aspect of support for 
elderly people losing their 
autonomy is left to one side, i.e. 
institutional care? The law only 
deals with home-based care and, 
for financial reasons, the project 
of a specific text on residential 
care has been given up. Moreover, 
can the law claim to take a 
comprehensive approach to the 
question of autonomy when it 
targets the over-60s? On the 
contrary, the text contributes to 
the clear boundary which already 
exists between the disability 
sector and the sector of elderly 
care. Characteristic of the French 
long-term care policy, this 
compartmentalisation has been 
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