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Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) Scotland Response to the Scottish Government Consultation on ‘National Falls and Fracture Prevention Strategy 2019-2024’
Introduction

The Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) Scotland is the country’s leading charity working with blind and partially sighted people. We support children and adults with sight loss and help them to live full and independent lives, campaigning for their rights. 

In 2010, the date of the most recent figures published by the Scottish Government, the number of people registered as blind or partially sighted in Scotland was reported to be 34,492. 
 Research suggests that around 10 per cent of eligible people do not register making the true figure closer to 40,000. A further 130,000 people in Scotland are estimated to have significant sight loss and this figure could almost double between now and 2030 due to increases in the elderly population and a variety of health factors. 

RNIB Scotland welcomes the opportunity to respond to this consultation as older blind and partially sighted people are at particular risk of falls. The combination of poor vision and fear of falling keeps people even more housebound and isolated, reducing both their overall quality of life and their exercise levels in a vicious circle. 

RNIB Scotland consider it vital that older blind and partially sighted people have the correct home assessments and vision checks to prevent further falls and fractures. 
The consultation poses a selection of questions; to highlight key points relating to sight loss we have replied to Question 6 regarding general comments about the Strategy. The replies are based on previous RNIB/RNIB Scotland surveys, public consultation responses, literature review and specific consultation for this response. 
RNIB Scotland responses

Question 6: Do you have any further general comments on the Falls and Fragility Fracture Prevention Scotland Strategy?

RNIB Scotland would like to make general comments relating to the Falls Strategy under the following headings:

· Eye examinations

· Prevention and falls assessments

· Maintaining strength

· Vision rehabilitation

· Accessible transport

· Isolation and loneliness

· Accessible health information
Eye examinations

Across the UK, falls are the most common cause of hospitalisation for people aged over 65, and of accidental death in those aged over 75. Undetected and untreated visual impairment plays a significant role in the high incidence of falls among older people. Having an eye examination is an important health check for your eyes.
In Scotland, free eye examinations were introduced in 2006, meaning that anyone from any background can access free eye care to help reduce the risk of sight loss. It is crucially important to promote the uptake of free eye examinations in Scotland. 
In 2019 research by the Royal College of Optometrists ‘Focus on Falls’
 gathered evidence directly from falls teams and falls services across the UK to gauge how many teams check vision as a core part of their standard falls assessments. The evidence showed that if problems with vision were detected during assessments, some patients were reluctant to follow up appointments with their optometrist for reasons such as personal pride. 
We are pleased to see that the outcomes within the Strategy span the ‘Up and About Pathway’
. This describes a person’s journey through prevention, self-management, risk identification and co-ordinated care and support; looking after your eyes is a key aspect of this. 
Prevention and falls assessments
In 2014, the Scottish Government’s ‘The Prevention and Management of Falls in the Community: A Framework for Action for Scotland 2014/15’
 acknowledged the link between sight loss and falls by including under Action 4.6, ‘Level 3 assessment and interventions offered are in line with current and emerging evidence… assessment and management of visual impairment.’ 

In 2018, an output from the ‘Falls and Fragility Fracture Strategy for Scotland Consensus and Commitment Workshop’ led by the Falls Programme received feedback from attendees to ‘Consider funding services within acute care to respond to people with a high risk of falls. For example, people with visual impairment, while they are still on the ward. Rather than waiting for discharge. For example, orthoptic triage service.’

‘The Place Standard: How Good is Our Place?’
 which was developed by NHS Health Scotland and Architecture and Design Scotland, allows communities to work together to assess the quality of their place and prioritise areas for action. It maximises the potential of the physical and social environment to support health, wellbeing and a high quality of life. 
This encourages a collaborative approach, being applied prior to hospital discharge, to adapt surroundings that are suitable for a person with sight loss. However, a central issue here is that most falls prevention assessments are not nearly so effective for people with sight problems; they may in fact be counter-productive. Moving furniture or removing rugs may increase the risk of falls for people who rely on those ‘markers’ to help them negotiate the room, or even to help them balance.

Carers should be included in home adaption conversations when appropriate. As mentioned within the Strategy, ‘many people at risk of falls are not in a position to organise their own health and social care, so carers often take this responsibility on their behalf.’ The Carers (Scotland) Act 2016, clearly states that ‘taking account, so far as it is reasonable and practicable to do so, of any views given by the carer in making decisions relating to the discharge of the cared-for person.’ 
We welcome the action by the Scottish Government within ‘Age, Home and Community: Next Phase’
 to ‘…commit… to delivering at least 50,000 affordable homes over the lifetime of the current… which can be adapted for… people with physical disabilities.’ Acknowledging the needs and requirements for people with physical disabilities, including people with sight loss, can ensure that there are necessary preventive measures put in place from the onset to stop unnecessary falls at home. 
Maintaining strength

Maintaining strength, balance and bone health can reduce risks of falls and harm from falling. Exercises should therefore be encouraged, within an inclusive environment, to allow people with sight loss to maintain strength. We are pleased that the ‘Active Scotland Delivery Plan’
 reinforces this message by stating that ‘We will work to ensure everyone has access to opportunities to be active, regardless of their… disability.’ 

Sensory impairment is also recognised within ‘The Key to Life Strategy’
 which emphasises the importance of additional support for individuals with more complex needs ‘…in terms of prevention, people with learning disabilities are also less likely to exercise and eat healthily than the general public because they may not always have the knowledge or understanding to make healthy choices, and are reliant on others for support and communication.’ 

In 2016, Public Health Information for Scotland (ScotPHO) released its/the ‘Scottish Burden of Disease Study’.
 This demonstrates that neck and lower back pain was the second leading cause of disease burden in Scotland that year. This accounts for a high proportion of years lived with a disability for people 65 years and older.  
Maintaining a level of exercise is important to people with sight loss, however, barriers still need to be addressed. There is still a need to increase physical activities for people with sight loss and adapting the environment. When exercise programmes do take place, they tend to rely on an instructor who gives visual ‘cues’ or demonstrates the movements.
 

Vision rehabilitation
Vision rehabilitation services are crucial to ensuring blind and partially sighted people remain as independent as possible. RNIB Scotland provides some services such as rehabilitation in the context of holding social work contracts with some local authorities. The rehabilitation service provides specialist assessment, training, information and advice about mobility, communication, independent living skills and low vision assessments. 

We welcome the opportunity to be part of further conversations as part of Commitment 14 to review the ‘Prevention and Management of Falls in the Community Framework’ which identifies existing delivery models and collaborative approaches to support people living with frailty in Scotland. 

Accessible transport

Blind and partially sighted people are all too frequently presented with many obstacles that can put them off travelling by bus. 
A study by the sight loss charity Visibility states that ‘If a person falls when trying to step on or off a bus, they may lose confidence and decide not to use public transport again. This may lead an individual to restrict their daily activities and become more isolated.’

In March 2014, RNIB launched the Bus Charter, a set of commitments we want bus operators to make to improve bus services for blind and partially sighted people. The Bus Charter is based on our publication, ‘We’re on board’.
 

We welcome Commitment 9 within the Strategy which will ensure that Scotland’s revised National Transport Strategy will include recommendations on accessible safe transport schemes for frailer, visually impaired and disabled passengers.

Isolation and loneliness
We want to ensure that people feel connected to their communities and have voice, choice and control of their lives. Loneliness and isolation can affect people at different stages of their life. So too can sight loss, from being born blind, being registered blind or partially sighted as a younger person, to losing sight during older age. 
Yet people with sight loss face barriers every day, as we underlined in our consultation response to the ‘A Connected Scotland: our strategy to tackling social isolation and loneliness and building stronger social connections’.
 
We are pleased that people with a visual impairment were acknowledged in the ‘Analysing responses to 'A Connected Scotland' - the Scottish Government's draft strategy to tackle social isolation and loneliness’
. The analysis of responses mentions ‘Reducing and removing clutter and obstacles on streets in accordance with RNIB Scotland’s Street Charter.’ 

Thousands of people with sight loss face challenges getting around their local area every day. An RNIB survey ‘Who put that there!’ found that over a three-month period, 95 per cent of blind and partially sighted people said they had collided with a pavement obstacle and one third that they had been injured when walking outside. Some said they were so intimidated by the risks outside they ended up staying at home and becoming isolated.
 

Advertising boards, bollards, bins, cars parked on pavements, over- hanging branches or shrubbery (as well as hanging baskets) and 'shared space' schemes were the most common obstacles encountered.
 Within ‘Scotland’s Accessible Travel Framework’
, accessible streets are recognised as a key component of travel confidence, ‘… One of the key issues for disabled people is the ability to get to transport, including negotiating paths which have various obstructions such as wheelie bins and advertising boards.’
We support the action under Commitment 10, recognising psychological, emotional and social circumstances that can lead to older people becoming increasingly sedentary and at higher risk of falls and frailty.
Accessible health information

As referenced under Outcome 2 within the Strategy, ‘many older people like to get information materials from their GP practice… a reliable individual with the right knowledge and skills talking people through the information is highly valued.’ It is essential that all information about falls and fracture prevention is available in an accessible format for people with sight loss. 

Our forthcoming report, ‘Communication Failure? A review of the accessibility of health information for blind and partially sighted people’,
 demonstrates how inconsistencies within the health sector in signposting people with sight loss to accessible health documents can lead to individuals having a lack of control and understanding about their own health needs.
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