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Campaign Briefing - Autumn 2009

Eye Health

1. Introduction

Levels of avoidable sight loss in the UK are unacceptably high considering that 50 percent of sight loss is avoidable. Public health messages on the consequences of smoking, obesity, diabetes or high blood pressure rarely highlight sight loss as a major associated risk.

For those on low incomes, health inequalities are often greater and take-up of eye tests lower, leading to more people on low incomes experiencing avoidable sight loss. 

People of Caribbean, African and South Asian origin are some of those at greatest risk of sight loss as they have increased risk of developing diabetes and glaucoma and also experience more health inequalities resulting in lower take-up of regular eye tests. 

It is also known that 33 percent of those over 70 fail to have regular eye tests leaving them vulnerable to uncorrected refractive error, cataracts and other conditions, which are often correctable or treatable, but when left unmanaged can lead to falls in the home, hospitalisation and loss of independence. 

To compound matters although major sight threatening conditions such as diabetic retinopathy, glaucoma and wet age-related macular degeneration (wet-AMD) are treatable, once identified there can be difficulties for patients in the availability and timeliness of receiving proven treatments. 

Support for those diagnosed with sight loss in the UK is also often inadequate with many patients left to cope with the psychological trauma of losing their sight without any counselling or emotional support being offered to them.

2. What is RNIB campaigning for?

RNIB wants an end avoidable sight loss in the UK by 2020. RNIB leads the UK Vision Strategy to develop a unified plan for action on all issues relating to sight loss and eye health. The strategy aims to improve the eye health of the people of the UK.
RNIB will work to:

· Increase the take-up of regular eye tests.

· Ensure new treatments are speedily delivered on the NHS 

· Increase the numbers of people over 60 taking a regular eye test

· Reduce the numbers of people of Caribbean, African and South Asian origin who lose their sight unnecessarily

· Reduce eye health inequalities for those in target groups, including those on a low incomes
· Use models of best practice to influence a wider NHS public health promotion plan

· Push eye health higher up Government’s health agenda 

3. What is RNIB doing this year on this issue? 

· Delayed follow-up appointments for glaucoma patients

There is concern regarding access to treatment for glaucoma as many patients are experiencing significant delays to follow-up appointments leading to deterioration in their sight while they wait for their clinic appointments. 

RNIB has sent a freedom of information request to all NHS Acute Trusts in the UK to get a picture of current service provision and difficulties in eye clinics. 

The National Patient Safety Agency recently issued a report detailing actions which all UK NHS Trusts must take by December this year to ensure access to follow-up appointments is greatly improved for glaucoma patients. Our freedom of information requests will help us find out whether trusts are achieving this. 
We will be closely monitoring the situation as responses from the freedom of information request are returned.   

· Children’s Screening 

In April 2008 a freedom of information request was send to all PCTs and Scottish Health Boards to ask what provision they made for children’s screening. We are now seeking to influence those PCTs who responded telling us that they are not carrying out any form of screening in their area. This work will be extended to those PCTs who reported that they only provide limited screening. 

4. Pilot projects RNIB is carrying out in 2009-10

· Eyes Right 

Using a computer-based sight check tool, this pilot will carry out approximately 700 eye health checks in settings which older people use to raise awareness of the importance of eye tests for people over 60.

Working with local societies in Hampshire and Birmingham, the Eyes Right project will also offer a referral to benefits advice services to participants which will identify those eligible for help with the cost of eye tests and glasses, potentially also increasing overall income by identifying additional unclaimed benefits.  

· Glaucoma sibling awareness

This pilot project is being carried out at four hospitals in the UK (University Hospitals Bristol, Peterborough District Hospital, Royal Devon and Exeter Hospital and Glasgow Infirmary) and is aimed at increasing the number of siblings of glaucoma patients who have regular eye tests by highlighting their risk as a sibling and encouraging them to take an eye test to establish if they are in need of treatment for glaucoma. The project is evaluated using a system of anonymous reply slips.  

· Glaucoma outreach

This is a project being carried out in Primary Care Trusts in London, specifically Southwark, Lambeth and Lewisham, to develop a model of best practice in raising awareness of glaucoma among African/Caribbean communities. Late presentation remains one of the reasons why people from African/Caribbean background lose their sight from glaucoma and through understanding the reasons for this we can increase the uptake of eye tests by members of the African/Caribbean communities.

· Open Your Eyes

 Using a modified version of the "Virtual Ageing Booth", a health awareness raising tool developed for RNIB's "Open Your Eyes" campaign in 2006, this pilot will visit 10 vocational colleges in the UK to increase awareness in 16-25 year olds of smoking as a risk factor for blindness. 

The project will link in with local smoking cessation services and also raise awareness of the importance of regular eye tests as a means of early detection of eye disease. The tour is scheduled to start in December 2009 at Hull College.   

5. Working together to stop people losing their sight unnecessarily 

We play a role in a number of sector-wide coalitions including the Eye Health Alliance and Glaucoma Alliance. Working with these partners we seek to promote best practice and pilot new service developments. We also chair and provide the secretariat for Patients involved in NICE, a group of patient organisations involved in NICE technology appraisals, health care and public health guidelines. We use this forum to improve patient influence on NICE decision-taking.
6. Contact Us

For more detailed information about our work on prevention of avoidable sight loss and increasing awareness of eye health please contact one of the following members of the Campaigns Team:

Barbara McLaughlan, Campaigns Manager, Eye Health & Social Care: 020 7391 2302

Manjit Rooprah, Campaigns Officer, Eye Health: 020 7391 2166

Charlotte Morris, Campaigns Assistant, Eye Health: 020 7391 2055

Geoff Fimister, Campaigns Officer, Independent Living (Cost of Glasses): 020 7391 2124
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