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ACCESSIBLE HEALTH INFORMATION IS A BASIC RIGHT NOT A PRIVILEGE SAYS RNIB AND DEPUTY PRIME MINISTER NICK CLEGG
The Rt Hon. Nick Clegg and Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) have called on NHS Trusts to follow the example set by The Mid Yorkshire Hospitals NHS Trust and provide health information in accessible formats.

Following the launch of RNIB's Losing Patients campaign, which Mr Clegg unveiled in 2009, Mid Yorkshire has become the first known organisation in the NHS to modify its hospital appointments and pharmacy system, now providing health information in an accessible format.
95 per cent of blind and partially sighted patients across the UK say they are never asked about what format they prefer or ever receive confidential health information in formats they can read, leaving them with no option but to ask other people to read it for them. (1)

RNIB believes everyone has the right to manage their own health affairs with the same level of speed and privacy, whether they have a sight problem or not. The campaign aims to highlight no one should have to suffer the indignity of having private and sometimes distressing health information read for them.

The modified systems have been developed in collaboration with Phil Walker who is partially sighted and missed hospital appointments after receiving reminder letters that he was unable to read. To ensure this type of indignity didn't happen to others Phil, a former IT communications professional, offered to help work with the Trust to help modify their existing systems.
Mr Clegg, MP for Sheffield Hallam, said: "It is only right that patients like Phil receive from the NHS this basic level of service and I am deeply concerned when I hear about patients who still don't routinely receive their health information in accessible formats.

"This significant achievement by Mid Yorkshire must not be ignored. Delivering fully accessible systems is a basic standard that I believe all trusts must attain. In my capacity as a constituency MP I will be raising these exciting developments with Andrew Lansley, Secretary of State for Health." (2)

The changes to the appointment system are now live, and already about 100 blind and partially sighted patients are benefiting by receiving appointment  letters, test results and other health related information automatically in the format that they need. Changes to the appointments system mean that appointment staff are alerted when information needs to be sent out in large print, braille, audio or email. The system has the capacity to deal with at least 1,000 patients requiring alternative information formats.
From January this year, Mid Yorkshire's pharmacy system also became fully accessible to blind and partially sighted patients. It means taking medication has become much safer and easier. It provides prescription labelling and dosage instructions automatically in large print or braille on request and the Trust is also looking at whether an audio labelling system is possible.
Phil, who lives near Wakefield, said: "Due to serious complications from diabetes, I knew if I couldn't receive information about my personal health in a format I could read myself it could lead to me losing my independence and in turn my life. I want to help end the discrimination we face by getting the NHS to understand that what exists in Mid Yorkshire can be implemented across the NHS."
Tracey McErlain-Burns, Chief Nurse and Director of Patient Experience at The Mid Yorkshire Hospitals NHS Trust, said: “I gave a commitment on behalf of the Trust to making health information more accessible to blind and partially sighted patients and I would like to thank Mr Walker for working with us on our systems. 

“We started developing an accessible appointments system and went on to build on this commitment by introducing an accessible pharmacy system. Our special needs communications systems are supported by staff who re-create standard print letters into alternative formats and feedback from patients and working partners has been very good. We feel a sense of pride now we are able to give our blind and partially sighted patients fully accessible formats as we know it's vital for every patient to be able to read information independently and confidentially."

Society for the Blind of Dewsbury, Batley and District has been the driving force in getting the modified systems introduced at Mid Yorkshire.
Chief Executive Hilary Schreiner said: "We thank Mid Yorkshire and we're delighted that we have helped to provide what is right and fair for our members and all blind and partially sighted people in our area."

RNIB will continue to work with local societies representing blind and partially sighted people to improve people's understanding of their rights.
To find out how to join RNIB's Losing Patients campaign call our helpline on 0303 123 9999, visit www.rnib.org.uk/losingpatients or email campaign@rnib.org.uk 
-END-
Notes to Editors:
For more information and to arrange interviews with spokespeople contact Emma Mercer, RNIB media relations officer, on 020 7391 2085 or email emma.mercer@rnib.org.uk
Research still shows that health information provided by other NHS Trusts is not accessible. From appointment letters to test results and medicine warnings, blind and partially sighted people lose out on getting this vital information in a format they can read. 

Healthcare providers and policy makers have said there is little demand for accessible formats. Out of the 97 per cent of blind or partially sighted people who felt accessible information was important, only five per cent said they routinely requested it. Almost half of all respondents said obtaining accessible formats took too much trouble and more than 60 per cent didn't know accessible information was their legal right. For more information on a person's legal rights visit www.rnib.org.uk/equalityactinfo
How does the system work?
When a person is first diagnosed with sight loss their 'needs requirements' are logged on the NHS Trust's 'needs database'. For example if their preferred method of contact is via email in 18 point, this will be logged. The patient's electronic records are then flagged and a paper copy is placed in their medical notes. Each time a patient's details are then accessed in the hospital's appointments system, their 'needs requirements' are flagged and staff will be told to check the 'needs database' which gives details of that patient's requirements. 

Once-a-day the computer system will automatically generate a reminder for appointments staff who will then produce the appropriate format. It will be sent to the patient at the same speed and privacy as a sighted patient's appointment information.
Phil's story:
In 2008 Phil contacted The Mid Yorkshire Hospitals NHS Trust after not receiving his regular phone call from his supervisor regarding upcoming hospital appointments. To his dismay he was told that he'd been discharged. Unbeknown to Phil the appointment's centre supervisor had left a year earlier and since that time his regular six monthly appointment information had been sent to his home via a 10 point letter - a format Phil is unable to read. After several conversations with the NHS Trust, Phil spoke with Tracey McErlain-Burns and after several meetings with Tracey and her colleague Kate Firth (Assistant Director, Patient Experience and Improvement) work began to modify the existing appointments system. Phil worked with Mid Yorkshire on a voluntary basis and at no extra cost to them.
(1)

www.rnib.org.uk/aboutus/Research/reports/sightloss/support/Pages/inclusive_health_service.aspx
(2) A copy of Nick Clegg's full statement is available on request.
