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Introduction

Over the last few years NHS audiology services have dramatically changed. In England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland audiology departments were routinely providing adult patients with hearing aids that were based on technology that had not changed over the previous thirty years.

In England (similar developments have taken place in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland) the NHS audiology service has been completely transformed over the last seven years, with high quality digital hearing aids routinely provided by audiology departments.

The difference between the analogue hearing aids available from the NHS in 2000 and advanced digital hearing aids available only on the high street, at a cost often of over £2,000, was probably the biggest example of health inequality between public and private sector provision in the UK.

It is estimated that since 2000 over a million people (in England alone) have received digital hearing aids from the NHS.   Although a significant development there are still an estimated half a million people in England who are “in the system” and still waiting for a modern digital hearing aid.

The transformation in the NHS audiology, while incredibly welcome, has not increased its capacity and in many places waiting times for first fittings and especially reassessments have remained stubbornly high.   In some cases there is evidence that waiting times have in fact increased.

How long do people have to wait for a hearing aid?

The length of time that people face waiting for a hearing test, first fitting or a reassessment very much depends on where they live.  There is a huge variation in waiting times across England, as well as in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland.

Waiting time figures are not centrally collected by the Department of Health and any figures that are used are based on surveys or freedom of information requests.

The most recent and certainly comprehensive indication of waiting times is a report compiled by Grant Shapps MP.  After making extensive freedom of information requests he produced a report on waiting times across England.  A copy of the statistics he collected are included in his evidence to the House of Commons Health Select, which is enclosed.

Recent developments

In 2006 a decision was made by the Department of Health to not include audiology services within the 18-week target for hospital services. However, in recognition that waiting times were frequently excessive the Department of Health did agree to produce an  “Action Plan” to reduce waiting times.  This plan, titled Improving Access to Audiology Services in England, was published in March 2007. The report can be accessed via the Department of Health’s website.

Responding to the problem of long waiting times many MPs and Peers have consistently raised the issue in Parliament.  There have been numerous written parliamentary questions asked over the last two years, both in the Commons and the Lords.   Much more recently the Department of Health Select initiated an inquiry into audiology services and its report is expected to be published very soon.

The most recent and certainly comprehensive indication of waiting times is a report compiled by Grant Shapps MP. After making extensive freedom of information requests he produced a report on waiting times across England.  A copy of the statistics he collected are included in his evidence to the House of Commons Health Select.

Suggested Questions

1.
Why does the Department of Health not agree to centrally collect and publish standardised figures for waiting times for first fittings and for reassessments? Audiology departments already hold this information at a local level and the centralised collection would not be expensive or time consuming.

2.
What assurances can the Minister provide that for routine referrals sent direct directly to audiology departments there will be a real reduction in waiting times, as measured from the time between a hearing test and actual fitting of a hearing aid?

3.
The Department of Health’s document Improving Access to Audiology Services states that the most complex audiology cases (those referred to ENT) will be covered by the target of treatment within 18 weeks of referral by December 2008.   Can the Minister give an assurance that such a target will not lead to GPs bypassing long queues by referring more patients unnecessarily to ENT?

4.
The Department of Health’s document Improving Access to Audiology Services places great value on ‘open-ear’ technology, which enables the patient to leave their initial appointment with a hearing aid fitted.  When giving evidence to the Health Select Committee the Minister suggested that such technology could be used for about 50% of patients.  What evidence is there to back up such a suggestion?

5.
If there is no evidence that there has been a reduction in waiting times for audiology services in a year’s time will the Minister consider the inclusion of routine audiology services from the 18-week target?

6.
Long term follow up and support are essential for hearing aid users, how will the Minister ensure that new referral are not prioritised at the expense of existing patients?
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Grant Shapps MP submission to the Health Select Committee

I have recently carried out research into audiology provision, in particular the waiting times for fitting of hearing aids, which was an issue brought up by some of my constituents. With around two million people using or needing the use of hearing aids this is a very important issue as far as health services are concerned. I noticed the Health Committee is carrying out a short inquiry into audiology services, I hope this information is of some use to you.

Grant Shapps MP

8 February 2007

Digital Hearing Aid Waiting Times (weeks) 

	
	First-fit Hearing Aid 

	
	2004-05
	2005-06 
	Current

	Average waiting time
	35.3 
	37.6
	41.1

	
	
	
	

	
	Reassessment 

	
	2004-05
	2005-06 
	Current

	Average waiting time
	45.6 
	52.3
	64.4


First Hearing Aid—Top Ten Worst Offenders

	Position
	Trust 
	Waiting Time (Weeks)

	1
	Bromley Hospitals
	112 

	2
	Plymouth Hospitals
	108

	3
	Mid Staffordshire General Hospitals 
	104

	4=
	Weston Area Hospital
	100

	
	East Kent Hospitals
	100

	6=
	Stockport
	  88 

	
	East Surrey
	  88 

	8
	The Mid Yorkshire Hospitals 
	  74

	9
	University Hospitals Coventry and Warwickshire 
	  73

	10
	Blackpool, Fylde and Wyre Hospitals 
	  72


Reassessment—Top Ten Worst Offenders

	Position
	Trust 
	Waiting Time (Weeks)

	1
	Blackpool Fylde and Wyre Hospitals 
	260

	2
	Wirral Hospital
	169 

	3=
	Derby Hospitals
	156 

	
	Mid Staffordshire General Hospitals 
	156

	
	Plymouth Hospitals
	156 

	
	Bromley Hospitals
	156 

	
	Harrogate and District
	156

	
	Hull and East Yorkshire Hospitals 
	156

	9
	Sheffield Teaching Hospitals 
	130

	10=
	North Hampshire Hospitals 
	128

	
	Mid Cheshire Hospitals
	128


Digital Hearing Aids Waiting Times for First Fitting (weeks) 

	Trust
	2004-5
	2005-6
	Current 

	University Hospitals of Leicester
	25 
	22
	*

	Airedale
	40
	58 
	*

	Bromley Hospitals
	52
	104
	112

	Plymouth Hospitals
	78
	108
	108

	Mid Staffordshire General Hospitals
	* 
	*
	104

	Weston Area Hospital
	*
	68
	100

	East Kent Hospitals
	*
	95
	100

	Stockport
	36
	72 
	88

	East Surrey
	105
	84 
	88

	The Mid Yorkshire Hospitals
	48 
	74
	74

	Warwickshire
	*
	* 
	73

	Blackpool,Fylde and Wyre Hospitals
	* 
	*
	72

	City Hospitals Sunderland
	80 
	64
	68

	St Mary's
	*
	* 
	68

	Wirral Hospital
	38
	52 
	68

	Bradford Teaching Hospitals
	* 
	*
	68

	Gloucestershire Hospitals
	40 
	52
	64

	Guy's and St Thomas'
	35
	44
	63

	Ipswich Hospital
	*
	62 
	62

	Harrogate and District
	12 
	24
	61

	Essex Rivers Healthcare
	64 
	64
	60

	Shrewsbury and Telford Hospital
	65 
	60
	60

	County Durham & Darlington
	28 
	47
	59

	Mayday Healthcare
	121
	65
	58

	Southampton Hospitals
	51
	63
	57

	Bedford Hospital
	10
	40 
	56

	Queen Mary's Sidcup
	78
	56
	56

	Wrightington, Wigan and Leigh
	34 
	42
	56

	South Warwickshire General Hospitals
	* 
	*
	54

	Peterborough & Stamford
	50 
	68
	53

	Royal United Hospital Bath
	49 
	51
	53

	Sandwell & West Birmingham Hospitals
	*
	*
	53

	Heart of England
	48
	48 
	52

	University Hospitals
	52
	36
	52

	North Bristol
	30
	40 
	52

	North Hampshire Hospitals
	* 
	*
	52

	United Lincolnshire Hospitals
	18 
	32
	49

	Epsomand St Helier University Hospitals
	32
	48
	48

	Northern Devon Healthcare
	64 
	52
	48

	Hull and East Yorkshire Hospitals
	20 
	37
	48

	Oxford Radcliffe Hospitals
	26 
	56
	48

	Burton Hospitals
	*
	45 
	47

	University Hospitals of Morecambe Bay
	44 
	44
	46

	Luton and Dunstable Hospital
	30 
	30
	46

	University Hospital Birmingham
	56 
	56
	46

	Mid Cheshire Hospitals
	48 
	55
	44

	Royal Wolverhampton Hospitals
	64 
	60
	40

	Aintree University Hospital
	28 
	17
	40

	South Devon Healthcare
	52 
	44
	40

	Barking, Havering & Redbridge Hospitals 
	12
	24
	40 

	Sheffield Teaching Hospitals
	48 
	26
	39

	Calderdale and Huddersfield
	13 
	23
	38

	York Hospitals
	64
	52 
	38

	Mid Essex Hospital Services
	26 
	33
	37

	Royal Cornwall Hospitals
	21 
	31
	34

	North Cumbria Acute Hospitals
	20 
	32
	32

	North West London Hospitals
	76 
	38
	30

	Healthcare
	52
	30 
	30

	University Hospital North Tees
	27 
	29
	29

	Newham PCT
	26
	28 
	28

	Barts and The London
	29
	38
	26

	East Lancashire Hospitals
	20 
	20
	24

	Hillingdon Hospital
	26
	25
	24

	Buckinghamshire Hospitals
	44 
	22
	22

	The Hammersmith Hospitals
	10 
	12
	20

	Southend University Hospital
	27 
	32
	20

	Trafford Healthcare
	13
	23
	20

	Walsall Hospitals
	*
	18 
	18

	United Bristol Healthcare
	38 
	23
	18

	Southport and Ormskirk Hospital
	26.3 
	20.7
	17

	Derby Hospitals
	14
	14 
	16

	West Suffolk Hospital
	18
	16
	16

	Royal Free Hampstead
	33
	21
	16

	South Manchester University Hospitals
	4 
	12
	16

	Bolton Hospitals
	3
	4 
	16

	Gateshead Health
	9
	12 
	15

	Nottingham University Hospitals
	30 
	42
	14

	Frimley Park
	*
	* 
	13

	Freeman Hospital
	7
	13 
	12

	North Tyneside Hospital
	4 
	12
	12

	Children's University Hospitals
	42 
	15
	12

	Royal Berkshire
	12
	12 
	12

	Taunton and Somerset
	45
	12
	12

	The Rotherham
	24.5
	21.5 
	12

	Whittington Hospital
	52
	52
	12

	St George's Healthcare
	10 
	9
	11

	Sherwood Forest Hospitals
	7 
	6
	8

	Milton Keynes General
	52
	60
	8

	Birmingham Children's Hospital
	6 
	6
	6

	Barnsley Hospital
	10
	8
	6

	Royal Liverpool Children's
	3 
	3
	3

	Great Ormond Street Hospital for Children
	3
	3
	3

	Salford Hospital (children)
	4
	1
	1


Digital Hearing Aids Waiting Times for Reassessment (weeks)

	Trust
	2004-5
	2005-6 
	Current

	University Hospitals of Leicester
	24 
	27
	*

	Freeman Hospital
	*
	* 
	*

	North Tyneside Hospital
	* 
	*
	*

	Salford Hospital (children)
	*
	*
	*

	Northern Devon Healthcare
	52 
	32
	*

	Airedale
	20
	58 
	*

	Birmingham Children's Hospital
	* 
	*
	*

	Blackpool, Fylde and Wyre Hospitals
	* 
	*
	260

	Wirral Hospital
	163
	169 
	169

	Derby Hospitals
	*
	* 
	156

	Mid Staffordshire General Hospitals
	* 
	*
	156

	Plymouth Hospitals
	78
	112
	156

	Bromley Hospitals
	*
	* 
	156

	Harrogate and District
	26 
	52
	156

	Hull and East Yorkshire Hospitals
	78 
	156
	156

	Sheffield Teaching Hospitals
	124 
	150
	130

	North Hampshire Hospitals
	* 
	*
	128

	Mid Cheshire Hospitals
	92 
	110
	128

	North West London Hospitals
	84 
	96
	126

	Barking, Havering & Redbridge Hospitals 
	12
	24
	124 

	Gloucestershire Hospitals
	72 
	104
	120

	Calderdale and Huddersfield
	50 
	65
	115

	Stockport
	36
	72 
	114

	Hillingdon Hospital
	33
	114
	114

	Royal Wolverhampton Hospitals
	112 
	114
	110

	South Warwickshire General Hospitals
	* 
	*
	110

	The Mid Yorkshire Hospitals
	53 
	96
	110

	Epsom and St Helier University Hospitals
	40
	76
	104

	Ipswich Hospital
	*
	70 
	104

	North Cumbria Acute Hospitals
	72 
	104
	104

	Heart of England
	*
	* 
	102

	Weston Area Hospital
	*
	68
	100

	Essex Rivers Healthcare
	78 
	100
	100

	East Kent Hospitals
	*
	95
	100

	Sandwell & West Birmingham Hospitals
	*
	*
	96

	Burton Hospitals
	*
	84 
	90

	United Lincolnshire Hospitals
	22 
	51
	88

	East Surrey
	105
	84 
	88

	East Lancashire Hospitals
	24 
	40
	84

	Newham PCT
	50
	52 
	78

	Wrightington, Wigan & Leigh
	30 
	52
	78

	Southport and Ormskirk Hospital
	64.7 
	84.3
	73

	Shrewsbury and Telford Hospital
	80 
	65
	70

	City Hospitals Sunderland
	80 
	64
	68

	St Mary's
	*
	* 
	68

	Walsall Hospitals
	*
	70 
	65

	Bradford Teaching Hospitals
	* 
	*
	64

	Royal Cornwall Hospitals
	76 
	61
	63

	Luton and Dunstable Hospital
	12 
	20
	60

	County Durham & Darlington
	28 
	47
	59

	Mayday Healthcare
	121
	65
	58

	Bedford Hospital
	10
	40 
	56

	Peterborough & Stamford
	50 
	68
	53

	Royal United Hospital Bath
	49 
	51
	53

	Barts and The London
	44
	40
	52

	Guy's and St Thomas'
	25
	36
	52

	University Hospitals
	49
	36
	52

	Queen Mary's Sidcup
	112
	56
	52

	Healthcare
	78
	52 
	52

	Oxford Radcliffe Hospitals
	26 
	56
	48

	University Hospitals of Morecambe Bay
	44 
	44
	46

	The Hammersmith Hospitals
	20 
	20
	40

	North Bristol
	12
	28 
	40

	South Devon Healthcare
	52 
	44
	40

	Mid Essex Hospital Services
	26 
	35
	38

	York Hospitals
	78
	52 
	38

	Taunton and Somerset
	47
	45
	37

	University Hospital N Tees
	27 
	27
	34

	University Hospitals Coventry and Warwickshire 
	*
	*
	30 

	Aintree University Hospital
	22 
	17
	30

	Southampton Hospitals
	28
	37
	28

	St George's Healthcare
	*
	*
	24

	Buckinghamshire Hospitals
	52 
	22
	22

	University Hospital Birmingham
	20 
	20
	18

	United Bristol Healthcare
	32 
	23
	18

	Nottingham University Hospitals
	35 
	52
	17

	Bolton Hospitals
	78
	30 
	17

	West Suffolk Hospital
	20
	17
	16

	South Manchester University Hospitals
	12 
	24
	16

	Gateshead Health
	9
	12 
	15

	Trafford Healthcare
	47
	16
	15

	Frimley Park
	*
	* 
	14

	Southend University Hospital
	33 
	52
	14

	Children's University Hospitals
	36 
	20
	13

	The Rotherham
	24.5
	21.5 
	13

	Royal Berkshire
	12
	12 
	12

	Royal Free Hampstead
	33
	15
	10

	Milton Keynes General
	52
	60
	8

	Barnsley Hospital
	10
	8
	8

	Sherwood Forest Hospitals
	6 
	7
	6

	Great Ormond Street Hospital for Children
	6
	6
	6

	Whittington Hospital
	52
	52
	4

	Royal Liverpool Children's
	* 
	*
	0


