
May 2019: Funding for Changing Places toilets, virtual reality computer control,
disability futures research, smart prosthetic ankles and much more
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Public policy, legislation and campaigns

Disabled Facilities Grant receives extra funding
The government has announced that the budget for the
Disabled Facilities Grant – which covers home adaptations - will
increase by 8% to £505 million in 2019/20. 

New fund targets Changing Places toilets on motorways
The Department for Transport has partnered with Muscular
Dystrophy UK to fund Changing Places toilets at motorway
service stations across England. 

Disability Futures research project focuses on the impact of
tech
The Wellcome Trust has awarded £1.5 million to a new
interdisciplinary research project entitled Imagining
Technologies for Disability Futures. The project will study the
representation of disability in the digital age, and ways in which
technology can enhance lives in the future.

The Design Council supports projects to help people with
dementia
The Design Council is working with the Alzheimer’s Society on
this year’s Spark award programme, which supports innovators
and entrepreneurs to develop their product ideas.

Technological developments and innovations

New wheelchair control system uses eye-tracking
A team of Microsoft employees have teamed up with former
NFL player Steve Gleason to developed a new eye-controlled
wheelchair system.

Tagging technology integrates non-electronic objects into
internet of things
Engineers based at the University of Michigan have created a
low-cost tagging technology that allows non-electronic objects to
become part of connected care systems.

Virtual reality computer access software empowers
physically disabled users
A start-up has built hands-free computer access software that
allows people with physical disabilities to operate their computer
in a virtual reality environment.

Smart prosthetic ankle deigned for challenging terrain 
Vanderbilt University’s Mechanical Engineering Laboratory has
designed a new smart prosthetic ankle which can adapt to
whatever the wearer is doing.

Useful Events

The Technology of
Ageing

Thursday 20 June

Royal College of Nursing
Wales, Cardiff

A session exploring the
ways in which new
technologies are helping to
manage the ageing
process.
Find out more

Health+Care

Wednesday 26 -Thursday
27 June

Excel London

A conference exploring the
interface between heath,
social care and technology.
Find out more
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Funding news

Wavelength grants for televisions and radios
Wavelength is a UK-wide charity that provides television and
radio for those who are socially isolated and lonely. It helps
people on low incomes, confined to their homes or suffering
from a severe health condition.

Royal College of
Occupational Therapy
Annual Conference

Monday 17 - Tuesday 18
June

ICC Birmingham

Annual conference
exploring the latest cutting-
edge research and good
practice in occupational
therapy.
Find out more

Closing comments from Clive

3D printing will empower people to make their own assistive technologies
Plastic straws, Velcro, a wooden stick with a wodge of Blu Tack stuck on one end... These unsung
heroes of the assistive technology world and the ends to which they are put are a reminder of the
creativity that living with a disability can often foster. Improvising assistive devices from the
contents of the kitchen cupboard is not only often quicker and more cost-effective than researching
a commercial solution, but also places the inventor in the driving seat, allowing them to cobble
together something that serves their own needs and preferences.

While do-it-yourself projects have always been a feature of the assistive technology landscape,
they have often been undertaken by family members, carers and professionals supporting the
intended beneficiary, rather than the disabled person themselves. Many disabled people have
historically been excluded from hands-on creative activities. A lack of accessibility and blinkered
mindsets have conspired to limit participation in arts and crafts in general, let alone for the
purposes of designing personalised assistive technology. 

Doing it for themselves
New technologies that are currently disrupting the design and manufacturing processes are
opening the door for assistive technology users to create their own devices. For example, there are
a number of technologies that now allow objects to be sketched out on a computer screen and it
turned into a physical object at the click of a mouse button. In addition to 3D printers – which build
up objects by melting many layers of plastic on top of each other – laser cutters are capable of
carving a defined shape from a block of wood or plastic. The cost of these machines has
plummeted to the extent that they can now be found in many schools, as well as the homes of
amateur designers. 

Examples of assistive devices that can be created range from simple gadgets that make it easier to
grip door handles and prise open jars, to accessible sports equipment and even prosthetic limbs.
Of course, the benefits of making can extend far beyond the uses of the products themselves. The
process can help disabled people unleash their creativity and develop new skills, empowering them
to devise their own tools to conquer everyday challenges. The final product may not even have
anything to do with disability; the simple act of making can be profoundly therapeutic in itself.

The impact of such digital fabrication tools is already being felt in the world of assistive technology.
Specialist tools have been developed to support novice assistive technology makers. For example,
the Easy Make Oven is a desktop interface that helps amateurs to quickly combine physical objects
with sketches in digital models for 3D printing.

The potential advantages are huge. Digital fabrication methods can be used to modify existing
products, or make entirely new devices. They can easily be replaced if in the product breaks, or
adapted to the user's changing needs. And open source blueprints can easily be published online
and accessed by anyone on the globe with an internet connection before being tailored to
individual circumstances.

March of the makers
Some are trying to harness the power of 3D printing to improve access to innovative assistive
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technologies. Last month's dispATches reported on IKEA's new ThisAbles accessories designed to
make its products more user friendly for disabled people. Rachael Wallach founded Disrupt
Disability in 2016 to make adaptable wheelchairs with bicycle technology and seats. E-NABLE is a
charity that provides prosthetic hands to children around the world for a fraction of the usual cost.

Digital fabrication tools are still in their infancy and their revolutionary potential to open up
automated design and manufacturing methods to the masses is only just beginning to be realised.
As digital fabrication methods have become more affordable, so-called maker spaces have spread
from universities to industrial estates, high streets, schools and libraries. However, these
workshops are not always accessible or appropriately equipped to support disabled people to take
part.

It may be some years before techniques such as 3D printing are fully democratised to the point
where they might become domestic appliances. But when they do, they will undoubtedly make a
valuable addition to the homemade assistive technology toolkit.

Clive Gilbert
dispATches editor
LinkedIn - Twitter - Facebook
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