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The aim of the Assistive Technology Forum is to bring together national stakeholders in the field of assistive technology (AT) to work together at a strategic level to improve AT services. One of the means of achieving this is by sharing information on significant developments affecting AT services.
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The FAST User Forum



The Fast User Forum consists of around 200 assistive technology users, both disabled and older people, who have volunteered to participate in research and development projects.  This can vary from completing online, telephone or postal questionnaires to a more hands-on approach with an input to projects from the very early stages.

The User Forum has just completed its fourth consultation project this year on the needs and experiences of assistive technology users.  The Forum contributed to a consultation commissioned by the Department of Trade and Industry looking at the views of disabled and older people in relation to Smart Home technology.  

Since joining FAST in February 2003, Keren Down, the FAST User Forum Co-ordinator, has been building up the support and administration processes for the Forum to enable as wide a range of people to participate as possible.  The Forum is now looking for projects across the country which they can participate in.  Forum members are willing to work on advisory panels at the early stages of putting a project together; as recruitment volunteers to help reach other older and disabled people in their communities;  as active participants in consultation and participation aspects of your project and to assist you in disseminating the findings from your projects.  The FAST User Forum can provide invaluable user partners at any stage in the process with administrative and participation support from the FAST User Forum Co-ordinator.

If you are interested in discussing any project further, please contact Keren at: keren@fastuk.org or on telephone number 020 7253 3303.
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News from the Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory Agency (MHRA): Medical device manufacturers to report adverse incidents on-line
The MHRA has launched a new on-line reporting system for manufacturers of medical devices to report adverse incidents and device recalls.

The Manufacturers' On-Line Reporting Environment - known as MORE - is a secure, internet based system, accessible through the MHRA website. It allows medical device manufacturers to electronically submit full details of any medical device related adverse incident or device recall direct to the MHRA Adverse Incident Centre. The information will then be transferred automatically into the Agency's incident tracking database.

MORE will both enhance the adverse incident investigation process and increase the proportion of Agency business transacted on-line. This marks a significant step towards the achievement of Government e-business targets.

Work on further development of the system, that will encompass other aspects of the Agency's interaction with device manufacturers on adverse incidents, is already under way. The system is also available to users.

Gordon Aylward, Director General of the Association of the British Healthcare Industry (ABHI), said:

"ABHI welcomes the introduction of MORE. Indications from the pilot project are that the system is well designed, flexible and simple of use. We anticipate that it will be a useful tool for medical device companies and we will encourage our members to use the system and feed back on their experiences to assist with its development over time. MHRA is to be congratulated on this initiative."

Register or log into MORE using the link below:

https://devices.mhra.gov.uk/mda/system.nsf/Login
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News from the MHRA: New Guidance on Decontamination of Community Equipment
The Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory Agency (MHRA) has recently published new guidance on the decontamination of community equipment. Device Bulletin DB 2003(06) "Community Equipment Loan Stores - Guidance on Decontamination" provides general advice on the handling of equipment returned from use, gives guidance on the nature of decontamination required and the generic methods that can be used. There is a small risk of cross infection from the reuse of medical equipment issued by community equipment loan stores for use in the home setting. This risk can be minimised by taking some simple precautions. Putting safe systems in place to manage the decontamination of equipment will help contribute to meeting the requirements of the Department of Health's ICES initiative.

The decision about the level of decontamination required depends not only on how the item is used, but also the risk of the equipment transmitting infection or acting as a source of infection. The vast majority of loan equipment will not require much more than cleaning and occasionally disinfection. Given the nature of its use, it is unlikely that equipment loaned for use in the community will require sterilization. 

The document provides definitions of key terms and outlines suggested safe systems of work for loan stores to adopt. Information is provided on the workflow of the loan store from receipt of equipment, through decontamination, inspection & testing to storage prior to re-issue. The various methods of cleaning and disinfection are discussed and references to other sources of information are given. An example of a Certificate of Decontamination is provided in the appendix. DB 2003(06) also discusses the issue of antibiotic resistant bacteria and provides some specific information on Methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA).

The bulletin is published on the MHRA website http://www.mhra.gov.uk/ and can be found under Devices Information > Publications > Safety Warnings > Device Bulletins > 2003. http://www.icesdoh.orgThe guidance has also been placed on the ICES website at  

The Agency has also recently published Device Bulletin DB 2003(05) titled 'Management of medical devices prior to repair, service or investigation'. This too is in full text on the MHRA (devices) website. For questions about decontamination and handling of loan equipment, the contact at MHRA is:

Nathan Moore
Senior Medical Device Specialist
Primary & Community Care
MHRA
Tel 020 7972 8263
Fax 020 7972 8106
Email nathan.moore@mhra.gsi.gov.uk
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News from the MHRA: The Assistive Technology Evaluation Programme (ATEP)
The ATEP (Assistive Technology Evaluation Programme), formerly the Disability Equipment Evaluation Programme (DEEP), evaluates the full range of assistive technology products from pressure relief equipment to moving and handling equipment, and from equipment for daily living to mobility aids.  The ATEP is part of a major independent programme managed by the Device Evaluation Service of the Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory Agency (MHRA) on behalf of the Department of Health.

The main aim of ATEP is to carry out research-based comparative evaluations of assistive technology and provide authoritative product information and guidance not otherwise available to those involved in the selection of equipment.  

The purpose of the evaluations is to inform assessment, selection and purchase of equipment to meet individual needs and to encourage the safe use of equipment. The results are published and distributed free to health and social services staff and findings are disseminated widely through a variety of media.

The evaluations identify and describe the strengths and limitations of each product type or feature tested. Manufacturers receive information about product performance from both testing the products and user feedback.  This helps to inform design and development work. 

The evaluations are based on user trials, product appraisals and technical testing.  The views of the people who use the equipment are essential to the evaluations.  Users, carers, healthcare professionals, manufacturers, purchasers and other interested people are consulted.

The programme is becoming more closely aligned with Government policies and initiatives such as ICES to enhance its customer focus.

For more information contact Stephen Harbron on 020 7972 8243 or des@mhra.gsi.gov.uk.For more information about the reports that have been published see www.mhra.gov.uk or for users with access to NHSnet see nww.medical-devices.nhs.uk
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Healthcare Industries Task Force (HITF)
The establishment of the Healthcare Industries Task Force (HITF) was announced by the Department of Health on 27 October. The Task Force will bring together Government and industry leaders to identify steps to develop, stimulate the growth and performance of the UK healthcare industry and maximise the benefit to patients from healthcare products. 

HITF is a year long initiative leading to the publication of a report and recommendations in autumn 2004. 

The Ministerial Group will be co-chaired by Lord Warner, Under Secretary of State for Health, and Sir Christopher O'Donnell, Chief Executive of Smith & Nephew. Membership includes Lord Sainsbury , Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for Science and Innovation, Mike O'Brien MP, Minister of State for Trade, Investment and Foreign Affairs, along with leading representatives from the medical devices industry.

The Task Force will be supported by four working groups on:

· market access

· research and development and industrial base

· regulatory issues

· international and export business.

The full Terms of Reference are: 


The Healthcare Industries Task Force (HITF) will bring together government and industry leaders to identify steps to develop, stimulate the growth and performance of the UK healthcare industry and maximise the benefit to patients from healthcare products, in particular to: 

· increase healthcare professionals' and patients' access to appropriate and innovative medical technology across all healthcare services; 

· foster and facilitate an improved environment for product research, development, clinical evaluation and related manufacturing investment; 

· provide a clear framework of regulation and information that serves patients;

· promote international trade in products in this sector.

The HITF website is www.doh.gov.uk/hitf 

The Department of Health contact is Naseem Mahtey, Industry Branch, Naseem.Mahtey@doh.gsi.gov.uk
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New Building Regulations to Improve Access for All
New guidance to ensure newly-built public and commercial buildings provide level entrances and facilities like automatic doors, audio enhancement and clearer signage to make access easier for all were published on 5 November by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister.

The proposals will also affect existing buildings when they are altered or undergo certain changes of use, at which time owners will be required to take all reasonable steps to improve access to the premises. In addition to disabled people, others trying to get about with prams, luggage or shopping, or suffering from temporary injuries like a broken leg or arm, will benefit, as buildings become more accessible.

The Minister responsible for Building Regulations, Phil Hope, said:

“These regulations will open up new work and leisure opportunities for disabled people, for those with visual or hearing difficulties and people with learning difficulties. They will enable everyone to play as full a role as possible within the community. But improving access to buildings is not just for disabled people. Pregnant women, the elderly or the very young, those with heart troubles or breathing difficulties, people trying to get about with prams, shopping trolleys or luggage – all these will benefit, too.”

Minister for Disabled People, Maria Eagle, welcomed the changes:

“Buildings really need to work for people. The publication of this document is significant in establishing people's right of access within their own communities. The extension of these regulations to cover alterations to existing buildings will help to create more buildings that disabled people can actually use. It also meets our commitment to implement the Disability Rights Task Force's recommendation to consider extending Part M in this way."

The proposals relate to Part M of the Building Regulations 2000 (Access and Facilities for Disabled People) and bring the regulations into line with a new and comprehensive British Standard code of practice on access for disabled people. The changes also support the aims of the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 and are intended to avoid imposing unreasonable extra burdens on business and local authorities. 

The changes were also welcomed by Sarah Langton-Lockton, Chief Executive of the Centre for Accessible Environments. 

Further information

1. 
Approved Document M - Access to and use of buildings, 2004 edition is available from The Stationery Office price £12 (ISBN 0-11-753901-5), and from the ODPM website at www.odpm.gov.uk
2. 
ODPM Circular 11/2003, 'The Building Act 1984: The Building (Amendment) Regulations 2003... New Approved Document giving guidance on Part M (Access to and use of Buildings)', is available from The Stationery Office, price £7 (ISBN 0-11-753903-1) and from the ODPM website.

3. 
The Building (Amendment) Regulations 2003, SI 2003 No 2692, is available from The Stationery Office, price £2 (ISBN 0-11-048038-4) and from the HMSO website at http://www.hmso.gov.uk/si/si2003/20032692.htm
4. 
The new Part M reflects BS 8300:2001 'Design of buildings and their approaches to meet the needs of disabled people - Code of Practice'.

5. 
Those providing services to disabled people already have duties to them under the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA). From 1 October 2004 these may include making ‘reasonable adjustments’ to the physical features of the premises to overcome barriers to access. For further information see www.disability.gov.uk (Minister for Disabled People) or www.drc-gb.org (Disability Rights Commission) 
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Government to Set Up New Equality Commission
Following a review of the existing institutions, Patricia Hewitt, Trade and Industry Secretary and Minister for Women, announced on 30 October the Government’s intention to set up a new body to deal with all equality issues. The Commission for Equality and Human Rights (CEHR) will bring together the work of the Commission for Racial Equality, the Equal Opportunities Commission and the Disability Rights Commission, in a move to provide more joined up advice to individuals, businesses and communities. 

The new body will take responsibility for new laws outlawing workplace discrimination on age, religion or sexual orientation, and continue to enforce anti-discrimination legislation on race, gender and disability. It will also support the Government in the promotion of human rights. A task force representing the various interests involved will be set up to advise on the new body ahead of a White Paper in the spring. The Government press release is at http://www.ukonline.gov.uk/News/NewsArticle
The Disability Rights Commission (DRC) has welcomed the commitment by the Government that the new commission would cater for the distinct needs of disabled people and that a programme of disability legislative reform would continue, but has raised concerns about the structure of the new commission and called for harmonised equalities legislation. The DRC press release of 30 November is on its website www.drc-gb.org.
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Early Results of Consultation on Choice
The secretariat of the Assistive Technology Forum is currently drafting its position paper which will examine recent and current work, and lay out the current situation and the action plan for the forum. A consultation day has been scheduled for 11th December at the College of Occupational Therapists. At this event the key issues for action and methods of approach will be identified. Anyone wishing to participate should contact atforum@fastuk.org.  The consultation on choice has now closed and early findings were reported in the Health Service Journal of 13 November. According to Harry Cayton, Department of Health Director for Patients and the Public, the four main themes which emerged were: choice of service, treatment and type of access, and the need for information. “People want a whole variety of healthcare provision, without having to go through the narrow gateway. People want direct access to a whole range of NHS services and they want them within the community, or part of primary care provision, which they see around them.” 

Eight expert groups were set up to support the consultation. The same issue of the HSJ reported that the expert group on choice for older people aims to recommend some practical steps to improve older people’s lives. Topics considered included possible extension of direct payments and use of high-tech equipment in people’s homes as an alternative to residential care.  

The Choice Consultation website is www.doh.gov.uk/ChoiceConsultation
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Introducing Payment by Results
The Department of Health is introducing Payment by Results, a radical new system for NHS finance, which will support choice for patients and lead to competition between service providers. 

The aim of the new financial system is to provide “a transparent, rules-based system for paying Trusts, which will reward efficiency, support patient choice and diversity and encourage sustainable waiting time reductions. Payment will be linked to activity and adjusted for casemix. The aim is to ensure a fair and consistent basis for hospital funding rather than being reliant principally on historic budgets and the negotiating skills of individual managers.”

Under the reforms to NHS Financial Flows, hospitals (and other providers), instead of being commissioned through block agreements as previously, will be paid for the activity that they undertake. Primary Care Trusts (PCTs) will commission: 

· the volume of activity required to deliver service priorities, adjusted for casemix (i.e. the mix of types of patients and/or treatment episodes); 

· from a plurality of providers; 

· on the basis of a standard national price tariff, adjusted for regional variation in wages and other costs of service delivery. 

Introductory work in 2003/04 and 2004/05 is focused on 6 surgical specialties (such as trauma and orthopaedics) and the development of costings for 15 ‘healthcare resource groups’ (individual procedures such as cataract extractions). Service level agreements will include explicit links between funding and the volume of services provided, but with most prices still set locally.

The real-life implementation of national tariffs will be phased in over the three years from 2005/06, covering initially around 60% of NHS spending. While the initial focus is on acute care, the eventual aim is to extend the system to cover community health services.

The Department of Health is keen to alert service providers to the real risks which will arise when the system goes live. While they will not be competing on price, they will face problems if they do not maintain demand from patients or if their costs are above the national tariff.

The Payment by Results website is www.doh.gov.uk/nhsfinancialreforms
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Increased Funding for Social Services
Councils in England will be given an extra £775m for adult social services next year, an 8.2 per cent increase. This includes an extra £100m funding for older people's services.

Health Secretary John Reid said:

"As part of the Government's commitment to provide resources for councils we are today announcing an additional £100m for older people's services in 2004/05. This means next year, councils will have the flexibility and freedom to target a total of nearly £500m to improve performance on assessment times and delivery of services for local people. We are also removing [some] ring fencing to give councils the freedom they need to use resources in the best way to meet local needs."

"With increased freedom comes increased responsibility. Many of the key targets for older people's services, particularly those on receiving assessment and services promptly and reducing delayed discharges from hospitals, are backed up by tough performance indicators."

"From January, the new system of reimbursement of the NHS for the cost of delayed discharges will provide councils with a further incentive to invest in older people's services. Social services must demonstrate improvement on a range of targets to contribute to councils' overall performance ratings."

"The Department of Health is supporting councils to meet new targets with advice from the change agents’ team, focusing on delayed discharge and access targets, and the integrating community equipment services (ICES) team, focusing on equipment services."

Details of personal social services funding for 2004-05, including funding for children’s social services, can be found at www.doh.gov.uk/pssfunding2004/index.htm
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New Guide to Choosing Assistive Technology
A new publication by Helen Pain, Lindsay McLellan and Sally Gore, Choosing Assistive Devices – A Guide for Users and Professionals, sets out a decision path for selecting assistive technology, drawing on work carried out for the Assistive Technology Evaluation Programme of the Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory Agency. 

While the guide focuses on equipment for seating, continence, personal care and assisted moving and handling, it argues for wider application of the recommended approach, which should also be supported by manufacturers and information providers. Based on real-life experiences and written in an accessible style with illustrations and flow-charts, the guide is published by Jessica Kingsley (www.jkp.com) at £25 (ISBN 1 85302 985 8).  
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Ricability Updates Guide to Community Alarms
Ricability, the independent research charity, has updated Calling for Help, its consumer guide to community alarms. The 24-page colour illustrated guide gives advice on choosing and using community alarms, with full comparative test results on 13 models. The guide is available in print, tape, large print, braille and online at www.ricability.org.uk.
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Bulletins from the Department of Health
The Department of Health produces a range of news bulletins on different topics, many of which are listed at www.doh.gov.uk/publications/bulletins.htm
These include:

· the Allied Health Professions Bulletin (to receive email DH-Test-Emails@doh.gsi.gov.uk)

· a bulletin on disabled children’s policy (email Kevin.Woods@doh.gsi.gov.uk)

· the new Children’s NSF bulletin, Getting the Right Start ( see the Children’s NSF website www.doh.gov.uk/nsf/children)

ICES News and email bulletin (register on www.icesdoh.org)
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