How you can help blind and partially sighted people to live independently

Blind and partially sighted people and those losing their sight continue to be failed by health and social care services. People still struggle to locate sources of help, have their needs inadequately assessed and fail to get the support and equipment they require. Existing services are patchy in coverage and are of variable quality. At time of diagnosis, gaps in infrastructure between primary and secondary health services, social care services and the voluntary sector mean that many do not have the support they need to remain independent and re-build their lives.

Action for Independent Living Campaign

RNIB's Action for Independent Living Campaign stems from the observation that blind and partially sighted people do badly out of the current system of rationing access to care services.

We know that nearly three quarters of local authorities restrict care funding to individuals with support needs classed as "substantial" or "critical". With social care assessments failing adequately to take into account blind and partially sighted people's support needs, this means many people with sight loss are left to "go it alone". 

The thrust of current Government policy is towards maximising independent living and self-directed support through individual 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.

Different strands of RNIB's work that feed into this campaign include:

· Involvement in the national debate, not least submitting responses to the Government's various consultative exercises, including the Independent Living Strategy; the review of rationing criteria for care services; and the projected Green Paper on the funding of social care.

· Development and promotion of a guide (Good practice in sight) aimed at improving local authority practice.

· Developing plans for local campaigning, using the guide, and campaign materials derived from it, but also challenging poor practice by supporting individual service users with advocacy (including legal action if appropriate) and media publicity, linking with RNIB's new regional campaigns network and other local campaigning resources.

What are our key campaign objectives? In terms of national policy, RNIB wishes to see an emphasis on rights and collective social provision, rather than an acceptance of an agenda based on private supplementation. This positions RNIB as a clear independent voice in the debate.

Locally, the campaign is designed actively to support the UK Vision Strategy's objective of equitable access to sight loss services and more specifically for the person-centred delivery of excellent services and support in the most appropriate way for each individual.
Good Practice in sight

As regards the new policy environment, Good practice in sight makes clear that:

· The increased focus on self-directed care is a welcome part of the primary objective of supporting independent living. For many service users, individual budgets and direct payments represent a liberating opportunity. Of course, it is right that those who would prefer services to be organised on their behalf should continue to have that option; while for those taking up direct payments, sound advice and support must be available to help service users and carers carry out this new role effectively.

· Crucially, individual budgets must also be adequate and accessible: they do not in themselves solve the rationing problem. If people are screened out at the assessment stage these new and exciting possibilities will be irrelevant to them. 

RNIB's work in this field did not originate with this campaign, but rather has a long history which will feed into the new campaigning context. For example, a recent case in Portsmouth provides useful lessons on how advocacy, legal action and publicity can combine to good effect.

Nationally, we are involving ourselves in the policy debate in a way that is independent and clear. These are very large issues of public policy and we cannot expect to set the agenda, but - especially via appropriate alliances - we can make ourselves heard. The debate over independent living and the future structure, rationing and finance of care services will continue to have a high profile over the coming year. Our effective involvement in the debate could make a real difference to how well or otherwise blind and partially sighted people come out of it.

Locally, the various strands of a coherent strategy are coming together. The new regional campaigns structure; the publication of Good Practice in Sight; the expanded RNIB Advice Service, all present us with exciting opportunities. We aim to promote good and challenge poor practice, in the delivery to blind and partially sighted people of social care services and opportunities for independent living.
How Can You Help?

Are you satisfied that your local authority shapes up well in terms of services to blind and partially sighted people?

Whether you are the constituency MP, a member of a local authority or a council tax payer…

Find out:

How does your Council go about assessing the resources needed for people with sensory disabilities in your area?

Do they make sure that staff have the good practice training and information to assess needs accurately?

How does Adult Social Services operate the "Fair Access to Care Services" rationing system? Do they confine access to people whose needs are considered "substantial" or "critical"?

And if so, how does this affect blind and partially sighted people? Are they mostly refused support as a result?

Are plans under way to implement "Putting People First": the national programme to make available individual budgets, with robust advice and support to make use of them?

Are there good links with health and housing services?

Does good practice in social care assessment have a high enough profile in your the Council?

If you don't know the answers to these questions, please contact your local Director of Adult Social Services and to find out.

Let us know how you get on!  Please email geoff.fimister@rnib.org.ukWe could also invite them to let RNIB know how they get on.
Urge your local authority to contact RNIB to receive a free copy of Good Practice in Sight contact us on 020 7391 2123 or campaigns@rnib.org.uk
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