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Low Vision Services Committees (LVSCs) and Local Eye Health Groups

In January 2007, RNIB hosted (on behalf of the Department of Health) a conference aimed at informing people about the outcomes of NHS Eyecare Services pilots. At the conference Rosie Winterton, Minister of State for Health Services, launched a commissioning toolkit that provides practical advice for primary care trusts and practice based commissioners on the commissioning of community based eye care services. 

One of the recommendations within the report has been the creation of local eye health groups. These are described as multi-agency groups that link professionals from primary and secondary care, the voluntary sector and social care. In addition, the toolkit suggests that these groups “should actively engage with patients and patient representative groups.”

So what is the relationship between these groups and LVSCs?  Almost six months after the launch we are still not entirely sure.  When the toolkit was being drafted the national Low Vision Steering Group (LVSG) was keen to emphasise the importance of LVSCs and remind the Department of Health of the network that currently exists. It appears that in some areas the new eye health groups will be different to LVSCs in that they will have a remit to look at a wide variety of eye health issues. In addition, the toolkit considers the possibility of eye health groups covering a wider geographical area – possibly involving more than one PCT and/or covering a Strategic Health Authority area. Clearly this wider approach would be beyond the usual remit of a LVSC. 

In practical terms different areas have responded in different ways – in Wakefield the LVSC will be linking directly to a newly created group while in West Cheshire it has been agreed that the LVSC will pursue the possibility of taking on the role of the eye health group. What is important for all LVSCs is that the relationships are discussed and there are clear reporting routes to ensure that the concerns of people with low vision are not overlooked.  

Expanding Network

There are now 78 LVSCs. The most recently formed LVSC is in Blackburn with Darwen.

Mary Bairstow has been engaging with PCT leads in Manchester, Hartlepool and Sunderland to further the establishment of LVSCs in these areas. In addition, local contacts (from both voluntary and statutory sector) have expressed an interest in pursuing the establishment of committees in Hertfordshire and Leicestershire. 

The needs of current groups have not been overlooked. Wigan, Bolton and Bradford have reconvened with increased interest and all have begun small but significant steps to identify ways to improve services locally.

If you feel your LVSC needs some help or you are interested in establishing an LVSC in any of the areas mentioned, contact Mary Bairstow on 0121 428 5035 or at m.bairstow@vision2020uk.org.uk
LVSC Committee Activity

· Dudley is another LVSC that has begun to look at how to meet the needs of young people with low vision. It has established a separate sub-group and has recently recruited a parent to this group.

· Surrey, Leeds and Merseyside LVSCs have all been assisting the national LVSG Black and Minority Ethic issues (BME) sub-group by undertaking a two month long audit of CVIs (Certificate of Vision Impairment). The sub-group was keen to know if details about ethnicity are being included on the forms. Anecdotal information suggested that this information was frequently lacking. As a result of the work undertaken, the sub-group hopes to create a basic toolkit advising how other LVSCs might also investigate this issue.

· Staffordshire LVSC has begun to look at the DH commissioning toolkit. A meeting is to take place involving all relevant local agencies. This is to be funded by the Local Optical Committee (LOC), organised by RNIB and facilitated by Social Services. 

· Tower Hamlets have just finished work on updating a directory of local services. Sandwell LVSC is working on a directory of sensory services and hope to have this published later in the year. 

· Setting the Standards

In 1999, the Low Vision Consensus group was very clear that the purpose of the Low Vision Services Report was to “outline the basic elements and minimum standards of a good quality low vision service”. Despite this, in 2005 when Warwick University published an evaluation of our work, it was noted “that some LVSCs lack clarity about their purpose (despite the clear remit given in the 1999 Report)”.

There is now a new set of Low Vision Standards produced by Low Vision Working Group, Commissioned by Department of Health (DH). This group was created as a result of the work undertaken by the NHS Eyecare Services Programme and was facilitated RNIB.

Despite some reservations, in particular about the lack of service user involvement on the Working Group and neglect for children services, the LVSG has endorsed these standards. It recognises the importance of having DH recommendations and is keen to support LVSCs so that the proposals can be used to improve services at a local level.

Various initiatives have already begun to help look at this process. On a national basis a recent meeting of rehabilitation workers interested in low vision attended a seminar in Birmingham. Half of the day concentrated on looking at the standards and identifying ways that they might be used to improve services.

A presentation given on the day is available at the VISION 2020 UK website.

To download a Power Point version, use the following link: http://www.vision2020uk.org.uk/core_files/Interpreting%20the%20DH%20Low%20Vision%20Standards.ppt 

To download a Word version, use this link: http://www.vision2020uk.org.uk/core_files/Word%20Version%20-%20Interpret%20LV%20Standards.doc 

To address the issue of the lack of attention to children and young people, it is hoped that a national conference planned for Spring 2008 can produce recommendations for children’s low vision services. In addition, the Children’s Sub-group is in the process of writing to Derek Busby at the Department of Health highlighting the lack of attention to children and asking how the Department propose to remedy this.

Several local groups have already begun to consider how they can use these recommendations to put pressure on PCTs and other statutory groups to enable changes to take place locally. Tameside, near Manchester, is well known for it’s well established and high quality community low vision service. However one of the issues that the low vision committee has recognised is that people using the service do not have the opportunity to return for a regular review. Discussing the recommendations helped engage the interest of the local PCT and work is to begin on looking at how to remedy this deficiency.

It’s not just the professionals who are interested in how to use the standards to improve services. The Macular Disease Society (MDS) is keen for its members (around 15,000) to be aware of the recommendations and to use them to ensure that high quality low services are available and accessible to them.

To see a copy of the presentation and the DH standards visit the VISION 2020 UK website.

Update 

LVSCs regularly cover a wide variety of topics. One issue we asked the LVSCs to consider was the Rehabilitation Project Group (RPG) consultation into the future role of rehabilitation services for visually impaired adults. The consultation facilitated by Guide Dogs, on behalf of the visual impairment sector, considered the changes required to improve the outcomes for blind and partially sighted people in achieving and maintaining independence and well being. 

The LVSG responded from its national perspective and was able to make specific comments regarding low vision services. Carl Freeman, from Guide Dogs, reports that over 100 detailed and considered responses have been received. The RPG will be meeting in July to consider the responses and a final report will be produced in the Autumn.

UK Vision Strategy 

In April this year, over 200 people met to begin work on the UK Vision Strategy. This process is underpinned by the 2003 World Health Assembly’s acceptance of a VISION 2020 resolution urging member states to develop national plans to eliminate avoidable blindness and improve support for blind and partially sighted people. As a VISION 2020 UK member, RNIB hosted the symposium and have facilitated the establishment of a Strategic Advisory Group, made up of key stakeholders, to guide this exciting initiative. 

Four priority areas have been identified and working groups established to focus on these issues  

· awareness, education and prevention of blindness 

· correction, treatment and the eyecare journey 

· support for independent living 

· empowerment and the inclusive society

Several LVSG members are involved in these working groups and we will ensure that all LVSCs are circulated with the draft strategy, which is planned to be available between November 2007 and mid-January 2008.
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