Living with sight loss
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· The issues discussed in this factsheet apply across the United Kingdom, but given some areas of public policy are devolved, different solutions may need to be found.

1. Summary

Rehabilitation describes the range of services and support, which help people to live with sight loss, through providing information, skills, training and specialist equipment. Research reveals that too few people are offered access to these important services. In fact evidence suggests significant numbers of blind and partially sighted people are isolated in their own homes. Without the necessary support in place people who lose their sight can find it difficult to carry out everyday activities, thus making travel and even shopping a big challenge. 

2. Issues in detail

a. Independent Living

· Need for early support: The area you live in too often determines the levels of support you receive when you lose your sight. Providing support at this early, critical stage optimises individuals' chances of adjusting to sight loss. But research reveals that the percentage of people reporting that they received a visit from social services within six weeks of being diagnosed with sight loss ranges from 88 per cent for the best local authority to 14 per cent for the worst.
· Housebound: In fact scarce services are a problem faced by blind and partially sighted people throughout their lives. The majority of blind and partially sighted people aren't offered support to help them get out and about, such as mobility training. Registered blind and partially sighted people are more likely to live alone compared with the general population. Nearly half (48 per cent) of blind and partially sighted people feel "moderately" or "completely" cut off from people and things around them. 
· Getting out: Sight loss is often concurrent with other health and mobility problems and social changes associated with ageing. It may not be surprising that blind and partially sighted people get out less than their sighted relatives and friends, but this isn't for want of trying. Nearly half (43 per cent) of blind and partially sighted people would like to leave their home more often.

· Personal Budgets: The thrust of current Government policy is towards maximising independent living and self-directed support through personal budgets and direct payments to service users. This presents considerable opportunities, but blind and partially sighted people will miss out on these unless barriers to access can be overcome. There are a number of outstanding issues that will need to be addressed if personal budgets are to work in the interest of blind and partially sighted people. These include information on services and benefits that are available and the fundamental question of accessing the care system.

b. Independent travel and shopping

· Street environment: Building the confidence to go out is an even greater challenge when town centres are inaccessible. Shared space is a new design concept for town centre and high street developments. In most cases the design involves removing the kerb that has traditionally separated areas for vehicles and pedestrians creating a shared surface street. Pedestrians, motorists and cyclists need to make eye contact to establish who has priority. However this puts blind and partially sighted people at significant risk. 

· Bus travel: The expansion of free off-peak travel on local buses was a welcome development when it was introduced in England in April 2008. However, a number of local authorities have removed voluntary elements of their concessionary travel schemes, such as companion passes for those supporting disabled people to travel or disabled people’s entitlement to travel in the morning peak time.

· Shopping: Research reveals that going to the shops is one of blind and partially sighted people's most popular activities. Rehabilitation can empower an individual who has lost their sight to shop on their own. But building the confidence to go shopping independently is undermined when shops and other service providers treat blind and partially sighted people less favourably than other customers. Sight loss awareness training can empower staff to help customers with sight loss.
3. What is RNIB calling for?

Independent living

· A number of UK and devolved government initiatives have been launched in recent years, with the objective of enabling disabled people to lead independent lives. These are all positive and a number of progressive policies are now being implemented. 

· However these policies aren't clearly translating into better outcomes for blind and partially sighted people. In the year after registration, less than a quarter (23 per cent) of people who lost their sight say they were offered mobility training to help them get around independently.
· Blind and partially sighted people also don't appear to be getting equal benefit from personal budgets, often being rationed out of the care system altogether.

The UK and devolved governments' plans for reform of care systems should enable people who lose their sight to speedily access rehabilitation services, including mobility training. 

Local social care services should ensure people who lose their sight receive care and support services, which enable their full inclusion, including access to personal budgets.
Independent travel and shopping

· Getting around, shopping and managing money are ordinary everyday activities. RNIB's view is that everyone should be able to go shopping and use public transport systems easily and with confidence. 

· How people to choose to do this will differ widely. For some, it will mean doing more journeys and transactions independently, for others it will mean doing more with personal assistance. Blind and partially sighted people have a right to the support and provision to enable them to do what everyone else does.

· Shared surfaces are supposed to mean that pedestrians and cars use road space together harmoniously. However, these schemes are dangerous for blind, partially sighted and other disabled people, who can be left isolated and unable to make their way around once familiar places once kerbs are removed. RNIB is supporting Guide Dogs' campaign to stop any new developments like this until research has been carried out and a solution has been found which makes the streets safe for everyone.
· Without traditional "dropped" kerbs, blind and partially sighted people cannot navigate safely in the built environment. 
The UK Government must take a lead on the issue of shared surfaces, and ensure guidance is issued to local authorities on how streets should be designed without recourse to shared surface streets. 

Local authorities must stop commissioning shared surface streets until research establishes how attractive, people-friendly streetscapes can have inclusion and access for everyone at the heart of their design. 

4. How you can get involved:

MPs 

· Independent living: Write to the Minister of State for Care Services stressing how important it is the reform of England's care system enables blind and partially sighted people's access to rehabilitation services.

· Independent living: Respond to the Government's consultation on Fair Access to Care Services emphasising the need for guidance to maximise blind and partially sighted people's opportunities to live independently, with the option of a personal budget.

· Independent travel and shopping: Support Guide Dogs' "Say no to Shared Streets" campaign by calling on central government to meet their disability equality duty in planning policy and regulations which impact on the pedestrian environment.

Local authorities

· Independent living: Directors of Adult Social Services must interpret guidance on fair access to care services with a view to maximising blind and partially sighted people's independence. Social care assessments must be tailored to blind and partially sighted people so that they are sensitive to their specialist needs, including the need for mobility training and community equipment.
· Independent travel and shopping: Local authorities must stop commissioning shared surface streets until research establishes how attractive, people-friendly streetscapes can have inclusion at the heart of their design. 

Individuals

· Independent travel and shopping: Put your concerns about pedestrian safety to your elected representatives, both at a national and a local level, informing them that shared surface streets as currently implemented place blind and partially sighted people at serious risk.
5. Next Steps

For more information about how to get involved in RNIB’s campaigns contact:

RNIB Campaigns Hotline: 020 7391 2123

RNIB Campaigns mailbox: campaign@rnib.org.uk

To read RNIB's "Lost and Found" campaign report about improved support when people lose their sight, please go to the following link:

http://www.rnib.org.uk/campaigns

Other RNIB factsheets on our website can be found at:

http://www.rnib.org.uk/campaigns

· Supporting people when they lose their sight

· Enabling blind and partially sighted people to live independently

· Working after sight loss

· Equality for blind and partially people 

