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Public policy, legislation and campaigns

Designability celebrates 50th anniversary
Designability (or Bath Institute of Medical Engineering - BIME as it was
called) was launched on 11th July 1968 so celebrates its 50th

Anniversary this year.  Original key objectives remain concurrent with
those set at conception, but recent work has focused on the development
of assistive technology to support an ageing population and people with
special needs.  In 2013 the charity changed its name to Designability, to
better represent a broader focus and national reach. 
Designability held two special events to mark their 50th Anniversary: a
House of Lords reception on 1st May, hosted by President, The Right
Honorable Lord Foster of Bath and a celebration on 11th July, the actual
Anniversary date, at the Hilton Hotel in Bath, attended by HRH The Earl
of Wessex. Chief Executive, Nigel Harris highlighted some milestones
over the last fifty years and shared ambitious plans for future work.  He
also announced plans for an exciting partnership with the ACT
Foundation to provide a new home for Designability, with new design
studios and workshops, which will enable Designability to help even
more people over the next 50 years.  Nigel also launched the
Designability 50th Anniversary Appeal which seeks to raise £750,000 to
fit out a new building for Designability and to employ new engineers and
designers to ensure that the new home operates at capacity from the
outset.

ATscale programme to ease access to assistive technology around
the globe
The Department for International Development has signed up to be one
of the partners involved in delivering the ATscale programme which will
aim to help 50 million people around the world access assistive
technology. Announced during the Global Disability Summit held last
month in London, programme is a cross sector initiative involving
governments, the United Nations, universities and disability NGOs.

Government promises £300 million for fully inclusive transport
network
The government has pledged £300 million to make the UK's transport
network fully accessible by 2030.  The Department for Transport's
recently published Inclusive Transport Strategy outlines new funding for
accessible infrastructure in railways as well as to improve Changing
Places toilets at motorway service stations, and announces plans to
produce league tables highlighting the operators that provide the best
service for disabled people.

Dementia stakeholders should help design assistive technology
The Institution of Mechanical Engineers has called for the involvement of
dementia sufferers and other stakeholders in the development of new
intelligent assistive technologies designed to help people to stay in their
own homes for longer.  In a new study, the Institution argues that a new
regulatory framework should be created to improve the robustness of
research and accelerate clinical testing of such technologies.

Technological developments and innovations

Attitude-changing wheelchair arrives in Europe
An award-winning power chair design that seeks to change people's
perceptions of electric wheelchairs and scooters is to be marketed in the
UK and Italy.  The WHILL Model C boasts sleek aesthetics, precision
handling and two powerful motors to help drivers ease through rough
terrain.  Following success in Japan, the United States and Canada, the
Model C is being unrolled throughout Europe.

Smartbox launches next generation of Grid Pad
Assistive technology company Smartbox has introduced a new
generation of the Grid Pad, a tablet-based device for people with
complex access and communication needs.  The Grid Pad is built for
everyday communication with a high-spec computer, an all-day battery,
multiple access options and a remote power button designed to provide
users with greater independence.

E-dermis aims to provide amputees with a sense of touch and pain
A team of engineers at the Johns Hopkins University has created an
electronic skin that can be grafted onto a prosthetic hand to enable
amputees to recreate a sense of touch.  The e-dermis is composed of
fabric and rubber which is laced with sensors that are designed to mimic
nerve endings by relaying impulses back to the peripheral nerves.  The
prototype is designed to detect the curvature of objects and sharpness to
provide touch and pain perception.

Hook+ provides switch interface for iOS devices

The United States based assistive technology provider AbleNet have
released the second version of its Hook+ switch interface which provides
a reliable wired connection to the iPad and iPhone.  The Hook+ allows
Apple devices to be controlled with up to four switches using an
autoscanning or dual switch set-up.

Funding news

Guide Dogs charity offers assistive technology grants to blind and
visually impaired children
Guide Dogs is a charity that provides services for children and young
people who are blind or visually impaired.  It offers grants to people aged
under 18 years old for assistive technology and sensory items. 
Applicants are expected to make a minimum contribution of 10% towards

Training & events

Independent Living and
Acquired Disability

National Rehabilitation
Hospital, Dublin

Tuesday 4th September
An annual gathering about
supporting independence
through use of technology.

Assistive technology
sessions with RNIB

Garland House,
Middlesbrough

Friday 7th September

An interactive session
designed to help blind and
visually impaired people
enjoy the benefits of the
internet.

One Big Day

Peterborough Arena,
Cambridgeshire

Saturday 8th September

An opportunity to find out
more about accessible
motoring with Motability
and a range of vehicle
manufacturers and expert
organisations. 
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Comment from Clive, author of dispATches

A new international assistive technology adoption programme must focus on tailoring solutions to
local contexts
Last month London played host to the first world's first Global Disability Summit. The two-day event
gathered together governments and NGOs to shed light on the realities of living with disabilities around the
world, focusing on developing countries, where 80% of the planet’s disabled population resides. 
Among the global initiatives unveiled at summit was the ATscale programme, which will seek to deliver
assistive technology to 500 million people by 2030. ATscale illustrates the fact that assistive technology can
play a vital role in improving disabled people’s prospects.  The programme will be delivered by the
governments of the United States, the UK, China and Kenya, the World Health Organisation, UNICEF, the
Clinton Health Access Initiative and the Global Disability Innovation Hub.   Over the next twelve years the
partnership will test new approaches to delivering assistive technology in developing countries, work with
the private sector to develop markets in low resource nations and encourage innovation aimed at
developing equipment that is more suited to local context than products that are already available.
Access denied
Disabled people in developing countries face a number of obstacles that can limit access to assistive
technologies. Disabled people are often deprived of basic freedoms to live as they would choose and cut off
from services that others take for granted.  In many countries, they are subjected to routine discrimination
and violence, hidden by their own families due to stigma, forced to live in institutions and come into contact
with the criminal justice system more frequently than most.
Few national governments have assistive technology policies and many would not have the bureaucratic
structures necessary to implement them if they did. Local markets are hampered by a lack of finance and
infrastructure that prevents suppliers from reaching consumers, particularly in poor or remote areas. 
Problems with funding, logistics and customs and exercise can make it be difficult to import technology from
abroad.
There is a lack of trained clinicians and engineers to prescribe, install and maintain equipment.  According to
a survey by UNICEF, only 25% of assistive technology users in developing countries reported that repair
services were available, compared to 62% in high income countries. 
Poor service provision not only limits disabled people’s participation in society but can also put their health
at risk.  For example, a flawed assessment could lead to provision of an unsuitable walking stick or
wheelchair, increasing the user’s risk of falling over.  Prostheses designed to be used in the cities and towns
of wealthy countries are not always robust and reliable enough to function in low income settings where they
might be exposed to the elements more often.
Go native
Richer nations can help by making sure that poorer markets have access to the latest technology and
sharing expertise but most of these problems require local solutions.  There are already examples of small
scale innovation by states, NGOs and the private sector that connecting local assistive technology users
and providers in low and medium income economies.  In Brazil government-sponsored assistive technology
centres to develop technologies similar to commercial products using low cost materials, reducing prices by
up to 70%. 
Hospitals often allow free standing opticians selling affordable glasses to set up stall on their premises,
sometimes subsidising eye care for the most impoverished. A study in Bangladesh published last year found
that a community-based approach to raising awareness and coordinating local resources to provide hearing
aids could help overcome cultural barriers to assistive technology adoption while keeping costs down.
There is still much to learn when it comes to providing assistive technology to disabled people living in hard-
to-reach parts of the globe. Progress on assistive technology lags far behind other international
development efforts such as those promoting the uptake of drugs and vaccinations and tackling the scourge
of malaria. The ATscale programme presents an opportunity for similar success. 

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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