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Deafblind UK Election Manifesto Briefing: Senedd Cymru
Candidate Briefing from Deafblind UK
Senedd Cymru Elections 2026

About Deafblind UK
Deafblind UK is the national charity that specialises in supporting people who are deafblind. Our vision is to create a world where people living with deafblindness thrive, empowered by knowledge, support and equity. 
This briefing is for Welsh Senedd candidates ahead of the 2026 election. It is based on the views, experiences and opinions of people who are deafblind; our experiences of providing specialist support; and our research to better understand the condition of deafblindness and identify interventions that will improve the lives of those affected by it. 

Executive Summary
· Deafblind people face distinct and additional barriers because combined sensory loss creates unique challenges in communication, access to information, mobility, independence, and mental wellbeing. However, there is currently no explicit recognition or clear definition of deafblindness in Welsh law/statutory guidance. The Welsh government needs to develop legislation and policy, and design public services recognising deafblindness as a distinct disability.
· The Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 20141 recognises sensory impairment as a specialist area requiring appropriate expertise but more consistent implementation is needed. In particular, assessments of deafblind people should be carried out by trained deafblindness specialists.
· Local commissioning of care for deafblind people as a relatively low-incidence condition can result in variation in access, limited availability of specialist support and inefficiencies in service delivery. Consistent access to specialist deafblind services through Regional Partnership Boards and integrated commissioning should be promoted.
· Our experience shows that people who acquire a second sensory loss are not always promptly referred to specialist support. Coordination between health and social care for people with combined sensory loss needs to be improved.
· There is a recognised gap in data on dual sensory loss in Wales, reflecting wider challenges across Welsh public services. We need better data on dual sensory loss to improve understanding of prevalence, pathways and outcomes for deafblind people. 
· Due to the low incidence of deafblindness, many professionals lack specific training, hindering communication and access to services. The Welsh Government should invest in workforce training and awareness.

Introduction
Deafblindness (or dual sensory loss) is a distinct and complex disability which affects communication, access to information, mobility, independence, and mental wellbeing.
It is estimated that there are over 27,000 people living with dual sensory loss in Wales2, and 450,000 in the UK. Most people acquire deafblindness later in life, often due to age-related conditions such as hearing loss and macular degeneration, while others live with genetic conditions such as Usher syndrome.
Deafblindness, or dual sensory loss, is a distinct disability. With single sensory loss (deafness or blindness), a blind person’s hearing may – to some extent – compensate for their vision loss, and vice versa. With deafblindness, it is difficult for the impacted senses to compensate for each other. This creates a unique lived experience of disability and requires specialised support. 

Deafblindness in Wales
Deafblindness is more prevalent in Wales than in the other UK nations, evidence suggests, with an estimated 8.6 people who are deafblind per 1,000 population2. 
The number of people living with sensory loss is projected to rise, driven in part by an ageing population and chronic conditions such as diabetes and glaucoma. Concerningly, significant delays in accessing treatment are likely to be causing sensory loss in Wales. At the end of March 2025, c. 80,700 patients at the highest risk of irreversible harm to their vision were waiting beyond clinically safe timeframes for treatment. Ophthalmology accounts for one in every eight patients on the NHS Wales waiting list3. 
Deafblindness is closely linked to widescale unmet need and to the failure of multiple systems - and that appropriate interventions on sensory loss delivered by Members of the Senedd could ease acute pressures on health and social care. 

Deafblindness in Welsh policy 
The recent Disabled People’s Rights Plan 2025 – 20354 sets out a cross-government ambition to ensure disabled people can live independently, access services, and participate fully in society. It states: “[the] Welsh Government is…committed to developing accessible, high quality, responsive and citizen-centred services which meet the needs of all deafblind people in Wales.”4
Beyond this, deafblindness is not yet consistently or explicitly recognised across Welsh government policy frameworks. Unlike in England, there is no clear statutory definition of deafblindness within Welsh legislation. While the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 provides a needs-based framework, the absence of a consistent legal definition of deafblindness (or dual sensory impairment) may contribute to variability in identification, assessment, and provision.
There are, however, strong legislative and strategic foundations for supporting people in need of social care more broadly. This is evident through the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014, which places wellbeing, prevention and independence at the centre of service delivery.
Further to this, the Welsh Government has also demonstrated commitment to improving overall health and disability outcomes through strategies and guidance including:
· Programme for Government 2021–2026 commitments to strengthen social care
· Support for children and young people with multi-sensory impairment in educational settings (2025)
· Accessible communication and information standards in healthcare (2025)
· A Healthier Wales: Long Term Plan for Health and Social Care (2018)
· Action on Hearing Loss: Framework for Action (2017) 

Our learnings from supporting people in Wales
Deafblind UK is the UK’s national charity supporting people living with combined sight and hearing loss. Our experience supporting people across Wales indicates that implementation remains inconsistent, and people with combined sensory loss do not reliably receive appropriate assessments or access to specialist support.
As a result, deafblind people can fall between policy areas relating to hearing loss, vision impairment, disability and older people, with no single pathway fully addressing their needs.
As the next Senedd forms its Government, Deafblind UK is calling on prospective Members of the Senedd and the Welsh Government to build on the existing strategies and guidance to ensure that deafblind people can achieve the wellbeing, independence and participation envisioned in Welsh law.

Our asks for the Welsh Government
1. Develop legislation and policy and design public services recognising deafblindness as a distinct disability. 
Recommendations
· Introduce a clear, rights-based definition of deafblindness within Welsh law or statutory guidance.
· Welsh Government sensory loss policy and implementation frameworks explicitly recognise deafblindness
· Public bodies recognise that deafblindness/dual sensory loss requires specialised pathways, not generic ones nor those designed for single sensory impairment
· Government advisory panels include deafblind members

Context
Current Welsh Government policies on healthcare and disability recognises the importance of person-centred, preventative support. However, deafblind people face distinct and additional barriers because combined sensory loss creates unique communication and mobility challenges.
Without explicit recognition of their condition (or a clear definition of deafblindness in law/statutory guidance – see Deafblindness in Welsh Policy, above), deafblind people will not benefit fully from the implementation of strengthened/updated policy on sensory loss, disability or healthcare.
Strengthening the national approach requires the development and funding of services based on dual sensory need. This would support Welsh Government priorities including:
· Prevention and early intervention
· Promoting independence and wellbeing under the Social Services and Well-being Act
· Reducing demand on long-term statutory services

2. Strengthen implementation of existing statutory duties relating to deafblind people
Recommendations
· Support consistent implementation of sensory impairment duties within the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014.
· Assessments are carried out by trained deafblindness specialists, and include the need for communication, one-to-one human contact, mobility, social interaction and emotional wellbeing, independent living skills, habilitation/rehabilitation, safeguarding, and assistive technology
Context
The Act places duties on local authorities to:
· Promote individual wellbeing
· Provide preventative services
· Support independence
· Assess care and support needs
Statutory guidance recognises sensory impairment as a specialist area requiring appropriate expertise.
However, Deafblind UK’s experience supporting people across Wales indicates that:
· People are not always identified early as deafblind
· Specialist deafblind assessments are not consistently available
· Individuals may be assessed by professionals without the necessary combined sensory loss expertise
Supporting consistent implementation would align with Welsh Government ambitions to deliver equitable, person-centred care across Wales.

3. Support consistent commissioning of specialist Deafblind services
Recommendation
Promote consistent access to specialist deafblind services through Regional Partnership Boards and integrated commissioning.
All deafblind people should be able to access:
· Appropriately trained communicator guides/intervenors (this applies to deafblind people of any age who have been assessed to be in need of such services)
· Interpreters with qualification and competence in language/communication modalities used by all deafblind/dual sensory impaired people
· Tailored habilitation/rehabilitation, mobility and orientation training 
· Accessible information in preferred formats
· Peer and community connection programmes
· Support (psychosocial/physical/practical/educational) for families and carers 
Context
Regional Partnership Boards were established under the Social Services and Well-being Act to improve integration between health and social care.

However, because deafblindness is a relatively low-incidence condition, local commissioning can result in:
· Variation in access
· Limited availability of specialist support and rehabilitation
· Inefficiencies in service delivery
Improved coordination would support the ambitions of A Healthier Wales to deliver seamless, integrated care focused on prevention and independence.

4. Strengthen pathways between health and social care for people with combined sensory loss
Recommendation
Improve coordination between:
· Audiology services
· Ophthalmology services
· Primary care
· Social services

Context
A Healthier Wales emphasises the importance of seamless pathways and early intervention.
However, Deafblind UK’s experience shows that people who acquire a second sensory loss may not be referred promptly to specialist support.
This can result in:
· Loss of independence
· Adverse mental health impacts
· Increased long-term care needs
Early intervention supports Welsh Government prevention priorities.

5. Improve the standard of data on dual sensory loss
Recommendation
· Recognise the urgent need for reliable data on waiting times, assessments, and outcomes
· Improve data collection and reporting on deafblindness in local authorities, as well as in healthcare and education settings 
Context
There is a recognised gap in data on dual sensory loss in Wales, which limits understanding of prevalence, pathways, and outcomes for deafblind people.
This reflects wider challenges identified across Welsh public services in relation to data quality, integration and use. The Welsh Government has emphasised the importance of strengthening data through strategies such as:
· A Healthier Wales: Our Plan for Health and Social Care, which highlights the need for better data sharing and intelligence to support integrated, person-centred care 
· The Digital Strategy for Wales, which prioritises improved data collection, linkage and use across public services 
· The Disabled People’s Rights Plan 2025–2035, which commits to strengthening evidence and embedding the lived experience of disabled people in policy development 
In addition, scrutiny bodies such as Audit Wales have highlighted ongoing challenges in the availability and consistency of data across health and social care, particularly in relation to outcomes and performance measurement.
Improved data will lead to a higher standard of research and policy-making, and opportunities to co-produce services and solutions with deafblind people. 


6. Invest in workforce training and awareness
Recommendation
· Support training and awareness on deafblindness across public services
· Implement mandatory deafblind awareness training for frontline staff, and national professional standards for everyone with a specific remit for supporting deafblind people
Context
The Welsh Government’s workforce strategies recognise the importance of skilled professionals in delivering quality care.
However, due to the low incidence of deafblindness, many professionals lack specific training, which can be an obstacle for communication and access to services. 
A skilled, confident and values-driven workforce with appropriate awareness of deafblindness would enable:
· Earlier identification
· More effective support
· Better outcomes
· Reduced long-term costs

Conclusion
Wales has strong legislative and strategic foundations to support people with sensory loss.
With targeted action to strengthen implementation and ensure access to specialist support, Wales can further deliver on its ambitions to promote independence, wellbeing and equality.
Deafblind UK looks forward to working in partnership with the Welsh Government, Members of the Senedd, and public services to support people living with deafblindness across Wales.

For more information
If you’d like to discuss any of these issues in more detail, please don’t hesitate to get in touch with Evangeline Knapman, Communications Officer at Deafblind UK on evangeline.knapman@deafblind.org.uk 
References
1. Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014, https://www.legislation.gov.uk/anaw/2014/4/contents 
2. Deafblindness Statistics in the UK (Sense) https://www.sense.org.uk/about-us/research/deafblindness-statistics-in-the-uk/ 
Population estimates for England and Wales: mid 2024 (ONS) https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/bulletins/populationestimatesforenglandandwales/mid2024 
3. Losing Sight: Why eye care in Wales needs urgent attention (Senedd Cymru) 
https://research.senedd.wales/research-articles/losing-sight-why-eye-care-in-wales-needs-urgent-attention/ 
4. Disabled People’s Rights Plan 2025 – 2035 (Welsh Government) https://www.gov.wales/disabled-peoples-rights-plan-2025-2035-html 

2

image1.png
Deafblind@




