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The Bold View Spring 2007

Six years on – so where are we going? 

In September 2005, VISION 2020 UK agreed some interim funding to enable a task force to give serious thought to the future of the Low Vision Implementation work. Lance Clarke was chosen to lead the work. Lance represents the National Association of Local Societies for Visually Impaired People (Nalsvi) and has worked hard to effect change through the Surrey Low Vision Services Committee. 

Early in 2006, the Low Vision Steering Group was formalised, Terms of Reference agreed and a plan of work developed. 

Some pertinent questions have been raised:

Despite the positive nature of the Warwick evaluation, do we actually know whether there are more and better services? If LVSCs are not able to effect changes locally, what is the solution? If some LVSCs don’t seem to be working, should we only concentrate on those LVSCs who are ‘successful’? What do we do about those areas that have good ideas and no money?

The National Conference took place in November – its title “Stacks of Chairs and Tables” reflecting the need to engage, not just with the Chairs, but with the Committee members. Funding and service user involvement were strong themes on the day.  ‘Break-out’ sessions enabled a variety of issues to emerge – of these the lack of local service audits and limited profile of low vision are clearly matters that the Low Vision Steering Group need to consider. 

In order to support LVSCs and provide guidance though a national network, it is clear there needs to be an expansion of the work. A new phase has been proposed with the recruitment of additional officers allowing wider geographical coverage and a greater depth of knowledge. Various applications for funding have been made to enable the creation of new posts. In particular, we are waiting to hear if a Big Lottery bid has been successful. In the meantime, RNIB have allocated a staff member, Chris Leese ( who, very usefully, is an ex-PCT Commissioner) to assist with this work. Chris is already working on some guidance for LVSCs.

It is good to return with some positive news for the future. As most of the 77 LVSCs would agree – together we can a make a difference! 

Expanding Network

There are now 77 LVSCs. The most recently formed LVSCs are in Somerset, Newham and Waltham Forest. The ‘ripple effect’ continues – so much so, that we now find that over one third of the LVSCs are located in and around London and increased interest has encouraged groups to form in the North West.

A very successful day seminar was held in Lancashire in September 2006 and as a result 4 LVSCs are about to be established (3 in the County area and one in Blackburn with Darwen).

Other regional meetings currently take place in Yorkshire, London, the South West and the West Midlands. We are hoping that the resulting interest in the North West will lead to the establishment of a regional group there.

For more details of any of these meetings, contact Mary Bairstow  on 0121 428 5035 or at m.bairstow@vision2020uk.org.uk
LVSC Committee Activity

· A number of LVSCs are beginning to look at how to meet the needs of young people with low vision. Dorset, Sheffield and Leeds have established separate sub-groups. Plymouth has considered a sub-group, but decided to keep ‘young people’ as a regular agenda item. Oxford has recently undertaken a survey of parents and Merton, Sutton and Wandsworth are hoping to investigate services locally.  Addenbrooke's Hospital in Cambridge has developed a special information pack for parents and carers of children with low vision.

· In Dorset, a service user group has produced an audio-tape designed to support people who are newly diagnosed. Discussions are under way to see how this might be distributed.

· Several LVSCs have been looking at registration numbers. Camden and Islington, Nottingham and Cheshire West are among those who have noted a fall in numbers of people being registered as blind. See later for an update about this.

Vision therapist, LV trainer or sight enhancement specialist?

This is a role that only exists, as a formal position, in very few places in England. Indeed, the need for the role has been questioned, though its advocates argue a strong case.  While not evaluating specific LV therapy interventions, well-respected research carried out by a team in Manchester has led people to question the ‘added value’ of such a role. Details at www.refer.nhs.uk/ViewRecord.asp?ID=873
The term seems first to be used around the 1990’s when people began to realise that, as stated in the LV Report, low vision ‘is not just a technical process’. Various agencies asked why people in the UK had access to devices such as magnifiers and telescopes or even CCTV’s and computers, but did not have specific help in making the best use of their eyesight. 

Countries such as Sweden and Australia have, for some time, developed a more focused approach and have attracted certain professionals to these roles. Early on in Sweden, a ‘pedagogic’ or educational approach was adopted. However, in Australia, the role has emerged as a particular specialism for orthoptists  (www.britishorthopticsociety.co.uk or Bold View Summer 2002 www.lowvision.org.uk/Publications/Bold%20View%202%20Summer%202002.pdf)

Here in the UK, Guide Dogs developed a degree course (B Phil in Low Vision Studies) specifically designed to develop the role. Though sadly this course is not currently accepting any new students, the last set of students qualified in early 2005. 

A range of professionals have taken the role of low vision therapists, for example: rehabilitation workers, orthoptists, dispensing opticians and occupational therapists. Because of the specialist nature of their work, they are very often based in teams or integrated low vision services, e.g. the new low vision service developed to meet the new Eye Care Pathways recommendations at Barking and Havering. Their role in the ‘team’ is less focused on the need to get the right magnifier and more on how to assist a person in making the best use of their device and eyesight.

Lynn Reitze, based in a LV scheme in Tameside near Manchester, recognises the importance of the role. Lynn explained,  “When I visit older people in their own homes, practical and emotional issues often emerge. For example, if someone has arthritis, they may need a cushion or an adapted rest to help them hold their magnifier.” 

It’s not just the professionals who are interested in LV therapy. Tom Bremridge of the Macular Disease Society (MDS) says his members are keen to explore the value of these services. There has been particular interest in developing services providing ‘eccentric reading’ training.

This is where a national group is able to take a lead. People experienced in this field are due to meet at a special workshop taking place at RNIB, Birmingham in April 2007. The day will look at the role of LV therapy and be used as a basis for further work on this important aspect of low vision services. 

Update 

LVSCs regularly cover a wide variety of topics. One issue shared by many LVSCs seems to be that of the new identification and certification scheme and the accompanying forms (LVL, RVI CVI etc…). As well as practical difficulties with the new system, LVSCs have voiced concerns about a reduction in number of people being certified and registered. Mike Brace, Chief Executive of VISION 2020 UK, has identified a number of issues related to the new identification and certification processes, including the question of the suitability of this system for children and young people.  If you have discussed any of these issues at your LVSC, or have evidence of this in your area, the national LVSG would be pleased to hear from you.  

Eye Care Pathways

An earlier edition (Autumn 2004) explained the Eye Care Pathways.  

The first four areas to pilot the Low Vision Pathway, Barking and Havering, Merton, Sutton and Wandsworth, Waltham Forest and Gateshead have been joined by Lincoln SW, Northumberland, Brighton and Hartlepool. There are also ‘Plant and Nurture’ sites in Kendal, New Forest and Worcester.  See www.eyecare.nhs.uk for more information.

LVSCs have been informed of the pilots and many have taken the opportunity to visit or contact sites. Some LVSC members will have an opportunity to hear more about this work at a conference entitled ‘Delivering the Vision’, which is being held at York in January 2007. However, as it is now fully booked, we will ensure that reports on the event appear in ‘Bold View’ and our new fortnightly Low Vision Steering Group Newsletter. We will be also be publicising a series of local road shows that the Department of Health has developed as a follow up to the event.
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