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1. Chime

Chime is a national charity supporting Deaf and Hard of Hearing people since 1964. It has 12 resource centres nationally and provides a wide range of supports from advice and information to day service and residential support. 
It supports up to 25,000 people in any one year. 

Chime’s vision is a future where Deaf and Hard of Hearing (D/HH) people are fully included and have equal opportunities.

Assistive technology (AT) plays a vital role in breaking down barriers in daily living for many D/HH people. Whether it is something more urgent, such as an adapted smoke alarm or a vibrating/flashing baby alarm, or something as mundane as a vibrating alarm clock – AT is essential for many D/HH people in their daily living. 

Unfortunately many do not access AT either because they cannot afford it or they are not aware of it. 


2. Overview of Deafness and Hearing Loss in Ireland

There are approximately 5,000 Deaf members of the Deaf community whose first language is ISL, while according to the HSE, 8% of the adult population has a significant hearing loss requiring audiological support. This equates to just over 300,000 adults. A further 8% of the population have a mild progressive hearing loss, and some health professionals believe many of these also need appropriate assistive technology such as hearing aids.  

The following Table provides figures for various levels of hearing loss in the population aged over 50 years based on the 2016 census. 


	Degree of Hearing Loss
	Number of Individuals
	% of age group

	Some Kind of Hearing Loss
	603,174
	41.7%

	Mild Hearing Loss
	312,435
	21.6%

	Moderate Hearing Loss
	243,005
	16.8%

	Severe Hearing Loss
	39,054
	2.7%

	Profound Hearing Loss
	8,679
	0.6%


* Total population aged over 50: 1,446,460 people (30.4% of total)

The following Table gives figures for various levels of hearing loss in the population aged over 70 years based on the 2016 census. 


	Degree of Hearing Loss
	Number of Individuals
	% of age group

	Some Kind of Hearing Loss
	303,121
	71.1%

	Mild Hearing Loss
	113,830
	26.7%

	Moderate Hearing Loss
	156,890
	36.8%

	Severe Hearing Loss
	 26,859
	6.3%

	Profound Hearing Loss
	   5,542
	1.3%


* Total population aged over 70: 426,331 people (7.7% of total).



3. Strengths and Opportunities for Scaling Success

(a) Introduction of a National Hearing Care Plan:
The Department of Health has established a Working Group to develop a National Hearing Care Plan (NHCP) for the Irish population. In 2018 TILDA found that only one in five people with self-reported hearing loss had hearing aids, while 2019 British Irish Hearing Instrument Manufacturers Association (BIHIMA) figures showed that Ireland was prescribing hearing aids at less than half the rate of the UK per head of population. 
(b) A Working Group has been established to develop a NHCP for the whole population to improve access and governance to technology and services.  See: here 
(c) A NHCP has the potential to transform the care pathway for D/HH people and to increase access to hearing aids and other AT. Chime, as a national charity is in a good position to provide increased access to AT for D/HH people across Ireland through its network of resource centres and knowledgeable staff. This could be realised with appropriate funding, promotion and awareness. 
(d) Access to AT in the community:
Access to AT in the community is currently extremely limited. In previous years (before the financial crash) local health boards had budgets for the provision of AT, and Chime could refer clients in need of AT. Chime was often involved directly in the provision of the AT to the client, ensuring the client understood how to use and maintain the equipment. 
 
However, following the financial crash in the 2000s, the AT budgets were drastically reduced or closed. In some areas limited lottery funding was used to plug the gap, but in general there was a huge reduction in the provision of AT, with only those who could afford it having access to AT. As well as the overall provision of AT being poor, an additional challenge is inconsistency in the provision of Technical Aid Grants (TAGs) regionally, for example, Chime receives at TAG of €10,000 for our Donegal resource centre (North West Ireland), but we are not provided with any TAGs for Dublin. 


Chime is the main provider nationally of AT to Deaf and Hard of Hearing people. The Table below gives details of the volume of products provided in 2023-2024 and to whom they were supplied. These figures, when compared to the numbers of Deaf and Hard of Hearing people in the population, show that access to AT is extremely limited for this cohort of people. 


	Provision of AT 
	2023
	2024

	Individual 
	685
	807

	Service Providers 
	69
	40

	Schools/3rd levels
	177
	134

	Workplaces
	17
	15



The list of most popular products were those that assist communication, which is not surprising given the fact that people with acquired hearing loss comprise the large majority of the cohort of Deaf and Hard of Hearing people in Ireland.  
	     

	Listening device
	140

	Amplified phones (mobile and landline)
	74

	Vibrating alarm clock
	84

	Doorflash
	55

	Smoke alarm
	27




4. Outcomes of Successes

For many people, access to AT is transformative in terms of them going about their daily lives in the home, education or the workplace. 

See Appendix 1 for some examples of testimonials from users of AT.

In some cases, AT is lifesaving for Deaf and Hard of Hearing people. Adapted smoke alarms and baby alarms are just some examples of this. Within 18 months of the provision of 400 adapted smoke alarms to people with acquired hearing loss in the community, the danger of two potentially life-threatening fire incidents had been averted because a Hard of Hearing resident had been alerted in time. 

5. Key Barriers to Access

Ireland has a two-tiered approach to audiology that involves a mix of public and private provision.

Public provision is provided by the HSE and provides free audiology services to all children and adults with a medical card. Clinical governance is strong, but the public service is dogged by continuing long waiting lists for both adults and children, currently in the region of 26,000 people nationally.) The exception is the service for newborns which is timely and well resourced. The public service accounts for around 30% of hearing aid provision.

The lack of access to complimentary AT is also a major barrier (as outlined earlier). 

6. Impact of Barriers to Access

The lack of access to AT for Deaf and Hard of Hearing people creates barriers in daily living impacting on quality of life and health and safety. Reduced independence, reliance on others and increased social isolation are just some of the impacts on Deaf and Hard of Hearing people. There is an abundance of research demonstrating the impact of unmanaged hearing loss on individuals on their families, including increased incidence of depression, cognitive decline and social isolation (e.g. see WHO World Report on Hearing: https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240020481 ). 


7. Conclusion and Recommendations

· Lack of access to hearing aids – provision of hearing aids at less than 50% the rate of the UK in 2019 (BIHIMA figures); only one in five with significant hearing loss have hearing aids and only get them as a ‘last resort’ (TILDA).
· There is a need for a National Hearing Care Plan which will provide clear care pathways for audiology and related services such as assistive technology. 
· There is inconsistent and inadequate access to AT through the HSE and other areas such as education. Proper funding and processes need to be put in place to ensure this happens. 
· Access to technology in education (such as personal FM systems) is generally good in primary schools – but families do not have access to this technology at home and when a student progresses to secondary school, they will find that they have access in only one classroom, though they may use multiple classrooms. Funders, such as the Department of Education, need to provide equipment based on the real lived experience of the student in their school.
· Historically there has been very poor access to AT in employment – hopefully this will change with the introduction of the new Work and Access scheme. 
· Last year 400 people with acquired hearing loss received adapted smoke alarms from their local Fire Services, providing them with fire safety protection at night when they are sleeping. However, many tens of thousands do not have any protection. 
· Access to AT in public places (e.g. theatres and other performance areas) is extremely poor. It is simply not a priority and there is no enforcement of legislation. 

In summary, there is very poor access to AT for Deaf and Hard of Hearing people. There are multiple providers in health, education and elsewhere, resulting in a fragmented, uncoordinated and inefficient environment that is not person-centred and is completely inadequate. 
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Appendix 1: 	Testimonials re importance of AT

	
AT for workplace video: 	https://vimeo.com/820600380?share=copy
AT for home video:	https://vimeo.com/937698909?share=copy
Hearing Aids video: 	https://vimeo.com/820595017

