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    Many recent developments in gastrointestinal surgery are of particular relevance to older people. They include new methods for the treatment or palliation of carcinoma, an increasing use of laparoscopic techniques (although the benefits of many of the approaches have yet to be proved in randomised controlled trials), and new treatments for non-malignant anal problems such as incontinence and prolapse.1-4 Meanwhile, the role of elective surgery in the field of peptic ulceration continues to decrease because of more effective medical treatments.1

The majority of research studies in the older surgical patient have confined their attention to the surgical ward, typically correlating the immediate preoperative risk factors with the immediate postoperative outcome.5
,6 Although valuable insights can be gained from such studies, they are not considered further in the present review. Rather, it is argued here that we need to take a wider view of the referral and treatment process if our older patients are to benefit from the rapid developments that are occurring in gastrointestinal surgery. The first part of this review therefore considers the process by which older people with a gastrointestinal problem find their way (or fail to find their way) to appropriate surgical treatment. It is here that issues of 
equality
 of access and treatment are most likely to arise. The second part of the review argues that we need to improve the way that medical, surgical and anaesthetic services are organised so as to improve overall
quality
 of care. For reasons of space, the biliary tract and pancreas have been excluded from the discussion.
Issues of equality in the preadmission period
SHOULD AGE BY ITSELF BE A BAR TO SURGERY?
Simple statistical analyses show an association between increasing age and increasing postoperative mortality.5
,6 It is all too easy to conclude that this relation comes about because of loss of physiological reserve associated with the aging process, … 
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    Footnotes
	* NCEPOD reports are available from The Administrator, National Confidential Enquiry into Peri-Operative Deaths, 35–43 Lincoln’s Inn Fields, London WC2A 3PN.
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