Looking forward to 2014 – RNIB’s strategy to end the isolation of sight loss

We make a real difference every day. Now we want to make an even bigger difference to the lives of blind and partially sighted people and to anyone facing sight loss in the UK. The RNIB Group strategy outlines what RNIB and Action for Blind People are focused on achieving together from 2009-2014 to end the isolation faced by blind and partially sighted people. We have three priorities for the five years:

· Stopping people losing their sight unnecessarily

· Supporting independent living

· Creating an inclusive society

Read on to find out why we believe so passionately that change is urgent and essential and how we are going to make it happen. We can only achieve this step change by working with blind and partially sighted individuals, partners, professionals and all our supporters – we hope that includes you!

How do we know that this is the right direction?

We asked the people who are most important to us – blind and partially sighted individuals – what we should focus on, and their hopes and needs are at the heart of our 2009-2014 plans. The overall direction builds on past successes and the things we have learnt. We know that we cannot deliver the change we want on our own and so aim to work with partners and experts in government, eye health, social care and other charities. Our direction complements and contributes towards the ground-breaking UK Vision Strategy, which RNIB leads on behalf of VISION2020 UK, to develop a unified plan for action on all issues relating to sight loss and eye health, across the four countries of the UK. Our unified voice strengthens our influence and speeds up progress.

Building on our achievements

We are proud of what we have achieved during our 140-year history. RNIB’s work, made possible by the generous support of donors, has made a huge difference to the lives of blind and partially sighted people and to preventing unnecessary sight loss. Our plans for the future build on this pioneering charitable heritage. Here are some recent highlights:

· The lives of thousands of blind people will be transformed by the Government's decision to change the rules for the Disability Living Allowance (DLA). It will mean that people with severe visual impairment will receive an extra £45 million a year to assist with mobility costs, thanks to our campaign to put right a long-standing injustice. 

· We have given fresh hope to the 26,000 people diagnosed with wet age-related macular degeneration each year, thanks to our fight to make sight-saving treatments available on the NHS.

· Blind and partially sighted people are better off by £27 million through the work of dedicated RNIB teams in identifying unclaimed benefits over the last four years.

· The first ever UK Vision Strategy is now a reality thanks to RNIB’s leadership and partnership working. It is the first time that all the health, social care and voluntary agencies have worked together on the common goal of improving the eye health of the nation and quality of life for blind and partially sighted people.

· We are led by blind and partially sighted people – RNIB’s work and ambitions are inspired by our 10,000-strong membership and governing body.

Losing your sight in the UK today - the facts

For all that RNIB has achieved over the last century there is still much more to do. The UK is currently failing its citizens with eye care and sight loss services that are unfit to meet current and future need.

It is outrageous that people are needlessly losing their sight. Nearly three in 10 people who are registered blind have an eye condition that could have been prevented if caught in time.

People with sight loss do not receive the right support to continue with everyday tasks and stay independent, let alone help with coping with the emotional trauma of losing their sight. Twenty per cent of all blind and partially sighted people say they are never able to go out alone, while older people with sight loss are almost three times more likely to experience depression than sighted people. 

It is scandalous that blind and partially sighted people do not have equal access to education and jobs and as a result are worse off financially. Only one in three blind and partially sighted people of working age have a job. Blind and partially sighted children are twice as likely to leave school with no qualifications compared to their sighted peers.

It is simply wrong that people with sight problems are left behind because they are cut off from information and new technology. Barely five per cent of books ever make it into a format other than print, such as braille or audio.

Finally, for all the equality and human rights legislation there is still discrimination throughout society that excludes and marginalises people often through simple ignorance of what it means to be blind. We are passionate about helping society to grow in empathy and to change behaviour.

How will we end the isolation of sight loss? 

During the five years we want to tackle isolation by focusing on three clear priorities: 

1. Stopping people losing their sight unnecessarily

2. Supporting independent living

3. Creating an inclusive society.

Within these three priorities, we will be focusing on 11 more specific goals to end the isolation experienced by blind and partially sighted people.

1. Stopping people losing their sight unnecessarily

Sight is incredibly precious and we live in an increasingly visual world. It makes it even more outrageous that people are needlessly losing their sight in the UK. Sight loss rarely makes the headlines in public health messages. Most people do not know that smoking, obesity, diabetes and high blood pressure put their eyesight at risk. In addition, a third of all people aged over 70 do not take up their free eye test because they are concerned about the high cost of glasses. It is unacceptable that people still continue to face problems in receiving sight-saving treatment fast enough. This must change. In support of the UK Vision Strategy, the RNIB Group will work with partners to save the sight of thousands of people at high risk of losing their sight.

Within this priority area we will focus on two goals. The first is to reduce the rates of avoidable sight loss for people who are most at risk. People of Caribbean, African and South Asian origin, and those on low incomes are at greater risk of losing their sight. By 2014 we want more people from African, African-Caribbean, South Asian and low income communities to go for regular eye tests, to get referred to eye clinics and so reduce avoidable sight loss. We will also work with our partners in government and eye health decision-makers to introduce eye health targets.

The second goal is for people diagnosed with sight-threatening conditions to have the opportunity to receive proven and timely treatments. We will make eye health a political priority and ensure that proven treatments are available on the NHS in a timely and consistent manner. We will also empower patients to make well-informed choices.

2. Supporting independent living

It is incomprehensible that many people, who have just received a diagnosis of irreversible sight loss, have to start this traumatic journey alone. We want to ensure that by 2014 there is proper emotional and practical support for everyone losing their sight at the point of diagnosis. It is a scandal that blind and partially sighted people are denied support and services which would help them get the best out of life. The range, availability and quality of services on offer vary widely across the UK. We want to replace the current postcode lottery with universal choice and the right support for independence. Too many children with sight loss are disadvantaged in the classroom. By 2014 we want to ensure they get the best start in life. It is unacceptable that sight loss still goes undetected among people with complex needs and that education and care is limited. We want to increase detection and improve care. Unemployment among blind and partially sighted people is a shocking 66 per cent and to date initiatives to change this have largely failed. We will fight for a major shift with different approaches and direct intervention.

We will focus activity through five goals in this priority area. The first is to ensure emotional and practical support for everyone losing their sight. We will ensure that 77,000 people every year are reached at the point of diagnosis with the emotional and practical support that they want. By 2014 we will build a network of 130 Eye Clinic Liaison Officers offering care and support when people need it most. We will expand our telephone support services and link this with regional and country services. 

Secondly, we will ensure that blind and partially sighted people are offered support tailored to their individual needs. By 2014 we want to increase the number of blind and partially sighted people aware of the services available from RNIB and others. We will also define and deliver RNIB’s own core services and ensure these are available wherever you live in the UK.

The third goal is making sure that blind and partially sighted people have the same level and range of educational opportunities, and achieve the same outcomes as their peers. We must ensure that blind and partially sighted children and young adults leave school with equivalent qualifications as their sighted peers. We will achieve this by increasing the quality and availability of specialist teaching, support and materials.

The fourth goal is for blind and partially sighted people to retain and gain employment. By 2014 we want to be helping 750 people to keep their jobs and another 500 people to move into employment every year by developing our employment service, our new online mentoring project and support for long-term unemployed people.

The last goal in this area focuses on blind and partially sighted children and adults with additional complex needs maximising their potential.  We will drive up standards through RNIB’s exemplary care and education services. We demand the highest levels of quality at our schools, colleges and care homes and we aim to influence others through our best practice. We will also dramatically increase the number of people with learning difficulties who have their sight assessed and improved.

3. Creating an inclusive society

The past two decades have seen major steps forward in the equality of disabled people. There have been positive changes in legislation, attitudes, services and technology, but there is still a long way to go before true equality is achieved. Sight loss is low on the political agenda throughout the world, not just in all UK countries and Europe. It all adds up to blind and partially sighted people not being able to get on with their lives. We want to empower people to get around, shop, bank and control their money independently. We also want to improve access to books, magazines, newspapers, TV, radio as well as the latest information and communication technologies.

We will home in on four goals in this priority area. The first is enabling more people to make journeys safely and independently where we want to see a dramatic increase by 2014. A range of transport operators will become beacons of best practice providing excellent service and inspiring the rest of the industry. We will continue to lobby government so that the promises of the new rules for the Disability Living Allowance become a reality as soon as possible. 

The second goal is enabling more people to shop independently and have personal control of their money. We want to bring about a big increase in people banking or shopping independently or using personal shopping support. We plan to focus on the high street by working with six retailers and banks to become beacons of good practice. We will increase financial awareness, improve the accessibility of financial services and in turn increase independent financial control.

The third goal puts the spotlight on more people achieving independence through ICT and mobile technologies. We want the number of people confidently using ICT and mobile technologies to dramatically increase. We need to make sure that these mobile technologies, such as mobile phones, satellite navigation (GPS) services and media players are accessible and affordable and this will require working with partners across the world to make simpler and less expensive products.

The last goal is that more people can independently access books, magazines, newspapers, television and radio. We want the 1,000 most popular books each year and the top 100 magazines and newspapers to be accessible in all formats, including accessible e-books. Our aim is for 20 per cent of TV programmes to benefit from Audio Description (AD), the narrative that describes the visual action on the screen, and to make sure that people know all about it. We will also target digital radio and TV platforms so that blind and partially sighted people can listen and watch what they want, when they want it.

Inspiring new ways of working throughout the RNIB Group

The three priorities will be supported by six organisational commitments inspiring all our work and all our people:

4. Customer focus: we guarantee that RNIB customers will receive a warm and responsive service offering information and advice on the full range of services, benefits and support tailored to what they want.

5. Working together: we achieve the most when we work together. We will continue to work closely with our partners in government, eye health and social care professions, the voluntary sector and with international allies. RNIB’s leadership of the UK Vision Strategy and support of the World Blind Union and European Blind Union partnerships are central to this mission. 

6. Encouraging peer support: we want to foster a culture in which blind and partially sighted people achieve their own goals and provide empathy, support and advice to their peers.

7. Mobilising volunteers: much of what we do currently and plan for the future relies on volunteers. We aim to enable more people to become involved in volunteering and to maximise their contribution.

8. Diversity: we promise to respond to the diverse needs of all our customers. We want to engage more diverse communities than we currently reach.

9. Changing what society thinks about blindness: we need to change attitudes and actions in society and in the global economy if we are to promote understanding and enable people to get on with life as they want to live it.

You can make a difference

Losing your sight does not need to mean a life of isolation. Together we can change this. Join us in our five-year mission to stop people losing their sight unnecessarily, support independent living and to create an inclusive society. Visit rnib.org.uk to find out what you can do to make a difference.
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