
January 2019: Review calls for overhaul of Disabled Facilities Grant, new
government guidance on inclusive communication, bionic 'Hero' arms for young
amputees
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Public policy, legislation and campaigns

Government publishes guidance on inclusive communication
The government has published guidance on how to produce
communications that include, accurately portray, and are accessible to
disabled people, including advice about accessible formats such as Braille,
subtitles and Easy Read. 

NIHR looks at older people’s assistive technology use at home
The National Institute for Health Research has published a report
reviewing the latest research relating to the use of assistive technology to
support older people at home.

Independent review presses for a more joined up Disabled Facilities
Grant
The University of the West of England has published an independent
review of Disabled Facilities Grants in England.

The WHO shines a light on digital exclusion in developing countries
The World Health Organisation recently published Flagship Report on
Disability and Development 2018 which highlights the digital divide in
developing countries between disabled and non-disabled people. 

Technological developments and innovations

VEST allows wearers to hear through their skin
A Californian technology firm that specialises in building devices that
substitute one sense for another is developing the first hearing assistive
technology that enables people to listen through their skin.

AI-powered wheelchair system propelled by facial expressions
Intel has applied artificial intelligence to electric wheelchairs in order to
allow quadraplegics to propel themselves with simple facial expressions.

Bionic 3D printed arm enables young amputees
A Bristol based robotics company, Open Bionics, has developed the
world’s first medically certified 3D-printed artificial arm for amputees. The
Hero Arm can be manufactured for children aged nine years old and
upwards and provides an artificial hand controlled by muscles on the
residual limb.

3D printer makes graphics and charts for people with visual
impairments
A US-based electrical engineer has invented a 3D printer that makes
touchable and talking graphs, charts and maps for blind and visually
impaired people.

Training &
events

Assistive Technology
Information Day

Wednesday 6th

February

Fountain Centre, Belfast

A free session packed
with products, advice and
assistive technology
demonstrations aimed at
professionals working
with children with special
needs

BATA’s Workplace
Summit

Wednesday 27th
February

High Holborn, London

A day-long workshop on
how employers can
create inclusive and
accessible workplaces.

Kidz to Adultz Middle

Thursday 21st March

Ricoh Arena, Coventry

One of the largest free UK
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The British and Foreign Schools Society provides grants to charities
and individuals
The British and Foreign Schools Society offers grants to schools,
organisations and individuals based in the UK and internationally. 
Previous grants have included funding for a project aimed at developing
sensory nature tools for students with learning disabilities.

independent living
exhibitions dedicated to
disabled children and
young people and their
families, carers and
professionals.

Comment from Clive, author of dispATches

2019 will reveal how serious the technology sector is about accessibility and inclusion

In the world of tech, the new year is synonymous with the Consumer Electronics Show (otherwise known as
CES). Every January, technology companies from throughout the United States and around the globe
descend on Las Vegas to flaunt their latest products, claiming to offer a glimpse of the not-too-distant future.
From purveyors of drones and self-replenishing fridges, to wireless earbuds, CES is where innovators flock
to catch the gaze of the world’s media and surf the wave of publicity and plaudits that invariably follows.

It is also as good a place as any to get a sense of the trends that are driving consumer technology. And one
of the key takeaways from recent shows is that mainstream firms are increasingly occupying territory that
was once the reserve of relatively specialist suppliers of assistive technology. A combination of demographic
change and technological progress that has made it possible to market ‘smarter’ products to the general
consumer has led to a proliferation of devices that aim to assist around the home. 

Smartening up

Most of these gadgets are aimed at anyone who feels their life could be made easier by a touch of
automation. They include LG’s smart wi-fi enabled steam clothing wardrobe and the FoldiMate, a robot that
can neatly fold clothes in seconds. However, an increasing number of major brands and start-ups are also
plunging into more discreet markets such as social care robots and mental health aids. 

According to the Consumer Technology Association (which organises CES), smart home devices will see a
17% growth in revenue this year. Key players such as LG, Samsung and Apple will be competing to create
all-encompassing tech ecosystems that crisscross people’s lives at home, work, in the car and during their
downtime, and voice-activated digital assistants are expected to become even more commonplace.

As with any technology that has yet fully mature; it is hard to tell exactly what the smart devices of the future
will like. Some of the assumptions about the role they will play in people's lives may evaporate in the face of
lingering questions over cyber security and outdated digital infrastructure. As the past year of debacles over
the data hoarding habits of the likes of Facebook has shown, users are slowly realising that there are risks
to letting firms hoover up information on the minutiae of their lives. The sector would do well to plan ahead
to avoid similar catastrophes that could prompt a backlash against their wares.

Lessons learnt?

The drive towards smarter homes with powerful bots and connected appliances that can all be controlled
through a single interface offers many potential advantages for disabled and older people. It may lead to a
revolution in personal autonomy for people with a range of impairments, as well as being a force for social
inclusion as more people will have access to the same products and services. However, there is a danger
that some will be excluded.  Despite the growing attention that the technology sector is paying to the needs
of people with disabilities, many designs fall short of meeting them. 

The rise of voice-activated digital assistants threatens to leave out people with speech impairments, or they
would simply prefer to control their devices by another means. There is also evidence that voice recognition
software is less effective at comprehending the speech of older people and those with regional dialects.
Some products, such as the Amazon Echo, boast accessibility features that offer workarounds, for example,
by allowing users to interact with the device via smartphone app. However, these alternatives do not always
provide full access to all the product's features.

If the forecasts are correct, this year is likely to be a pivotal year for consumer electronics in the home. 2018
suggested that mainstream technology companies are starting to understand the importance of accessibility
with important developments in well-established fields such as personal computing and gaming. 2019 will
show whether the sector has learnt to build accessibility into products in their infancy or if old battles will
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need to be fought once again.
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