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Public policy, legislation and campaigns

Survey reveals hearing aid consumers favour independent
retailers over NHS
A survey of hearing aid users by the consumer body Which? has
found that consumers prefer local independent retailers to the
NHS and large high street chains.  While customers tended to
end up with the same hearing aid product regardless of their
choice of provider and all providers scored similarly in relation to
professionalism, expertise and overall customer service, private
providers significantly out-performed the NHS on waiting times
and after care.

Tech4Good awards name finalists for 2018 prizes
AbilityNet and BT have announced the finalists of the 2018
Tech4Good awards, which recognise organisations and
individuals who use digital technology to make the world a better
place.  Among this year's entries are Microsoft's free Seeing AI
app, Facebook’s use of artificial intelligence and machine
learning to power accessible technology and Alcove's home
connected care system.

Report argues for investment in robotics to liberate health
and social care staff
A report led by the surgeon and former health minister Lord
Darzi and published by the IPPR think tank has encouraged the
NHS and social care sector to embrace robotics and automated
technologies as a way of freeing up staff to spend more time
providing care.  The research argues that using technology for
tasks such as booking appointments and processing
prescriptions could reallocate  £12.5 billion per years’ worth of
frontline professionals’ time.

Research highlights the advantages of the internet for older
people in difficulty
New research from the Centre for Ageing Better and the Good
Things Foundation has called on policy makers and practitioners
to adopt a more targeted approach to assisting older people to
enjoy the benefits of the internet.  The study argues that
interventions designed to help older people get online should
focus on supporting individuals through periods of transition or
crisis.

Technological developments and innovations

Virtual reality system targets special and early years
education
The assistive technology supplier Inclusive Technology has
partnered with Avantis Education to develop the first virtual
reality product for special and early years education.  The
Inclusive ClassVR provides an immersive experience in virtual
environments designed to encourage exploration and play.

Remote hailing system makes refuelling easier for disabled
drivers
The inclusive customer service technology firm Contacta has
designed a remote hailing system that allows disabled drivers to
alert petrol station staff that they need assistance.  MyHailo aims
to provide an easy and dignified way to for drivers ask for help
by pressing a key fob from their vehicle which activates a
beacon in the station window that changes colour to signal that a
member of staff is on their way.

Medical app offers simplified medicine guidance
A Glasgow based start-up has launched an app to help patients
manage their medication and tackle prescription drug waste.  In
addition to allowing users to set medication time reminders, the
Medsmart app offers easy-to-follow and trusted information
about their medicine which can be downloaded by scanning the
product's barcode. 

Low tech communication device provides short-term
support 
American technology company Talk To Me Technologies has
released a low tech laser based communication system that
provides an instant means of interaction in the absence of a
longer term alternative.  The Pointello is a switch operated
headset with a laser that allows users to point at symbols, words
and letters on a communication board, providing a quick if
rudimentary way to themselves. 

Funding news

Wheelwrights 2020 launches to help keep people with spinal
injuries active
The British wheelchair sport charity Wheelpower has teamed up
with the Worshipful Company of Wheelwrights to announce the
Wheelwrights 2020 fund which aims to help either current or
recent spinal injuries patients remain engaged in sporting
activities.  Examples of items that the scheme will fund include
purchasing new equipment or upgrading existing equipment,
manual sports wheelchairs and travel costs.  

Training & events

One Big Day

Yorkshire Event Centre,
Harrogate

Saturday 11th August

See all the latest accessible
vehicles, scooters and accessible
cars and learn about accessible
motoring with Motability and its
partners

PMG Conference 2018

Manchester Central

Monday 23rd - Wednesday 25th

July

An industry exhibition and
networking event for professionals
working in the field of posture and
wheeled mobility.

BATA DSA Summit

Sunley Conference Centre,
Northampton

Tuesday 24th July

BATA's DSA Summit provides an
opportunity to catch up on the latest
trends surrounding assistive
technology in higher education.
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Comment from Clive, author of dispATches

The UK must tackle three barriers to innovation if it hopes to retain its global leadership in assistive
technology

To stride down the slope leading to the Bristol Robotics Laboratory is to pay a visit to the recent past of the
UK's technology industry as well as glimpse its future. At the turn of the century the site was home to the
Hewlett Packard factory that pumped out the company's trendsetting Palm miniature PC until firms such
Nokia and Ericsson took mobile computing to the next rung of the evolutionary ladder by releasing the first
smartphones. 
Launched in 2014, the centre is the largest of its kind in the country - possibly the world - and at the forefront
of one of the UK's most promising sectors.
This collaboration between the University of the West of England and the University of Bristol provides a
focal point for academics, researchers and practitioners to come together to help propel Britain forward in
the one of the defining global technological races of the 21st century. The Laboratory is involved in projects
that will help shape the development of service robotics, intelligent autonomous systems and
bioengineering.
Researchers explore everything from how to best to fit a robot with tactile sensors and haptic feedback
systems to simulate to the sense of touch for the benefit of its remote human operators to refining user
interfaces in driverless cars and programming carebots to provide help around the home. The Business
Technology Incubator helps students get their start-ups off the ground by providing work spaces and access
to specialist technical and industry expertise and investors.
In short, the Bristol Robotics Laboratory is where many of the next wave of transformative technologies and
businesses are currently being midwifed.

A titan of tech

Beyond the technological and entrepreneurial brilliance on display at the Laboratory, centre is also an
indication of the increasing importance of assistive technology as a social and economic force to whose
fortunes the UK is ever more tightly bound.  Disability charity Scope has estimated that the specialist
equipment market for disabled people in the UK is worth over £720 million a year with other assessments
indicating that it could be double that figure. The rising rate of disability and our ageing population requiring
more support at home, at work and just about every other aspect of their daily lives and the direction of
travel becomes clear. 
The UK already has a thriving technology sector operating in many of the fields that will be necessary to
meet this surging demand.  The internet of things, health tech, robotics and artificial intelligence are all key
disciplines that are being shaped by British universities and businesses where some of the most cutting-
edge research and innovation aims to address social care and other applications relevant to the lives of
disabled and older people. 
According to the 2018 Tech Nation Report, the country’s technology industry is growing more than two and
half times faster than the overall economy.  London is second only to Silicon Valley in the global reach of its
technology firms.  The UK's has one of the most advanced technology sectors in the world, combining
academic brainpower with a vibrant market place of diverse businesses and digitally savvy consumers.
Throw off the shackles
A number of challenges stand in the way of preserving the UK as a global leader in assistive technology. 
Perhaps the most obvious of these hurdles is Brexit.  The Tech Nation report found that London based start-
ups have the fourth most international workforce after Singapore, Berlin and Chicago.  Both academia and
industry have relied on the European Investment Bank and other continental funds to seed research and
enterprise. 
Secondly, UK universities struggle to turn theory into practice. Researchers often lack the commercial nous
required to build a successful business. Academic careers don't tend to encourage staff to acquire such
skills and institutions seldom share the sorts of close ties with enterprise that the Bristol Robotics Laboratory
enjoys.
A third factor that risks jeopardising the UK's technology sector is the lack of investment in infrastructure. 
The World Economic Forum has ranked Britain's infrastructure 24th in the world, placing the country mid-
table among industrialised economies and close to the bottom of the G7 nations.  The UK's patchy
broadband and fibre optic network upon which so many networked devices depend are only gradually being
upgraded.
The government's Industrial Strategy identifies mobility, artificial intelligence and the needs of older people
as being among the areas in which UK must excel for the country to flourish in the decades to come. 
Linking such grand designs to solutions to the burdens weighing down the country's technology sector may
prove to be the difference between remaining a global digital powerhouse or going the way HP’s ill-fated
Palm.

If you have news or information that you would like included in the next issue, or if you have
any comments about dispATches, please email Clive.
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