
December 2018: Rail regulator proposes measures to improve accessibility,
HoloLens identifies objects for blind and visually impaired people and Able Label
offers on-trend clothes for disabled and older people
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Public policy, legislation and campaigns

NHS Digital and LGA to fund social care assistive technology
trials
The Social Care Digital Innovation programme – commissioned by
NHS Digital and run by the Local Government Association – is set to
fund biometric devices designed to measure anxiety triggers for
people with autism and exoskeleton technology for carers.

The government seeks disability champions in technology
sector
The Department for Work and Pensions has announced that it will
be recruiting six new disability champions to help tackle challenges
facing disabled consumers. 

Home Builders Federation’s questioning of accessible house
building prompts uproar
Sixteen charities and organisations from across the ageing, disability
and housing sectors have signed an open letter to the Home
Builders Federation expressing their alarm at its stated objections to
around 15 local authorities seeking to build more accessible homes
in their communities. 

Rail regulator proposes measures to improve accessibility
The Office of Rail and Road has produced a series of draft
measures that the regulatory body plans to impose in order to
compel the rail industry to improve the assistance it provides to
disabled passengers.

Technological developments and innovations

Voice-controlled self-driving wheelchair under development
A team of engineers at the University of California is building an
open source and low-cost self-driving wheelchair.

HoloLens app identifies objects for blind and visually impaired
people
The Cognitive Augmented Reality Assistant (CARA) app is designed
to help people with visual impairments perform everyday tasks by
speaking the name of features and landmarks.

Brain implant allows people with paralysis to control tablet
devices
A new research paper has shown that an experimental brain implant
developed by engineers at Stanford University can enable people
with paralysis to control a cursor on a tablet computer. 

Able Label offers trendy and accessible clothes for disabled

Training &
events

The Japan Study
Tour: Care in the
Community

Wednesday 16th

January

North Yorkshire
County Council,
Northallerton

A workshop on social
care focusing on
Japanese assistive
technologies.

Technology Enabled
Care Services:
Service Provision

Wednesday 20th

February

All Saints Street,
London

A CPD certified training
course covering the
international code of
practice for planning,
commissioning and
providing technology-
enabled care services.

Chester
Occupational
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Former fashion buyer Katie Ellis has launched Able Label a new
range of accessible stylish clothing designed to make life easier for
disabled and older people who want to look good but find high street
fashion difficult to wear.

Funding news

Elifar Foundation grants for assistive technology
The Elifar Foundation funds a wide range of assistive technology
and respite care for disabled children and adults. Items funded in the
past include wheelchairs, beds, specialised seating, communication
aids and sensory devices.

Therapy
Adaptations
Conference

Tuesday 5th February

The Hallmark Hotel,
Chester

A day of seminars and
specialist exhibits
showcasing home
adaptations and
equipment for disabled
people.

Comment from Clive, author of dispATches

As Disability History Month follows the centenary of the First World War Armistice, the
origins of the assistive technology sector continue to echo through the decades

In the aftermath of the Second World War, New Yorker and physiotherapist Bessie Blount become
an assistive technology pioneer when her hospital in the Bronx was tasked with caring for severely
injured soldiers as they returned from the theatres of war. While training veterans with life-changing
impairments to adjust to civilian life, a colleague informed Blount of the army’s unsuccessful efforts
to produce a viable self-feeding device for those who had undergone upper limb amputation or
suffered from paralysis.

Inspired by her work with the disabled veterans, Blount spent the next five years, and a total of
$3,000 of her own money, designing a neck-mounted food receptacle attached to a spoon-shaped
tube with a switch which the diner simply bit down on in order to receive their next mouthful.

Bessie Blount’s story illustrates some of the key features of the relationship between conflict,
disability and technology. Disability is one of the major by-products of war and, as the human
capacity to keep causalities of conflict alive has grown, so has our motivation to reintegrate
disabled veterans into the mainstream population. 

Engineering the peace

The interwar period and the years immediately following the Second World War represent a
formative era of innovation when society began to see disability as something that could and
should be addressed through therapeutic interventions and technological aids.

Blount was one of many innovators working during these years to create assistive devices that met
the needs of a growing disabled population. After 1918, hearing aids began to shrink in size and
become more portable, with the first wearable hearing aid using vacuum tube technology reaching
British consumers in 1936. 

In 1932, disabled American mechanical engineer Herbert A. Everest and his friend Harry C.
Jennings introduced the first lightweight folding wheelchair.

As servicemen returned home after 1945, the Canadian national research council asked inventor
George Klein to help build a wheelchair that did not have to be propelled manually, resulting in the
development of the first motorised model. 

These decades represented a marked change from earlier attitudes towards disabled people in
most industrialised countries. At the turn of the 1900s, for the majority of disabled people who could
not support themselves, the social safety net was either threadbare or non-existent. Often, the only
protection from complete destitution came from family or a limited number of charities. 

The mood changed as countries started to view social challenges such as poverty, unemployment
and ill health as threats to national stability and harbingers of economic decline. Governments
across Europe, North America and the Antipodes introduced new legislation offering varying levels
of social insurance in an attempt to provide their populations with a basic level of security.
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The unprecedented state intervention many of these countries had experienced during the war,
along with the expansion of democratic rights to increasing numbers of citizens, smoothed the path
to further reforms after 1918.

State of the art

As the outlines of the welfare states of the future slowly took shape, new medical disciplines came
of age. War has always been a catalyst for advances in medical knowledge, and the horrific injuries
that many survivors sustained during the world wars lead to the establishment and growth of new
fields of expertise.

Physical and occupational therapy, rehabilitation engineering and vocational rehabilitation emerged
largely in response to these conflicts. Those working in these fields were among the first to
understand transformative impact that wheelchairs, prostheses and orthoses could have on
patients' lives.

The experiments in medical science and social reform that took place during and in between the
wars became a permanent fixture of welfare states. As social assistance expanded, the treatments,
therapies and assistive technologies that had been developed for veterans were made more widely
available to the general public.

The sizeable amounts of government spending commanded by health and social services since
1945 has fuelled the growth of entire professions and industries.

Despite the complex ecology of private, public and charitable organisations that makes up the
assistive technology sector, a century after the conclusion of the First World War, the economic
dynamics which made its contours set around state institutions are still at work.  While some
aspects of this relationship can often seem archaic and constrictive, the link between assistive
technology and the public sector is still bearing fruit.

With governments across much of the developed world facing the consequences of ever greying
populations, the need for a coordinated technological response to social problems remains strong.
As does the demand for the spirit of invention exemplified by the likes of Kline, Everest and Blount.
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