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NATIONAL PATIENT ACCESSIBILITY WEEK PROMOTES 

ACCESSIBLE HEALTHCARE FOR ALL 

Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), the Disability Rights Education and Defense Fund (DREDF), the American Council of the Blind (ACB), the Office of Disability Services at Wright State University and Midmark Corporation lead the way in supporting equal access healthcare

TAMPA, Florida and DAYTON, Ohio – (October 15, 2008) – Healthcare organizations and patient and advocacy groups around the country will come together November 1 – 7, 2008, to celebrate National Patient Accessibility Week (NPAW). NPAW is a national education and awareness-building campaign focused on the reality that healthcare providers need and are obligated by law to have accessible, barrier-free facilities for patients who have disabilities. And, NPAW also supports the need for accessible healthcare facilities for patients with other mobility concerns, including elderly and obese patients.
Equal access healthcare refers to care that includes the following features:

· A fully accessible architectural environment that can be navigated easily by everyone

· Patient materials in accessible formats

· Equipment such as adjustable exam tables, diagnostic equipment and scales to accommodate people of all physiques and those who use mobility devices

· Inclusive appointment policies and exam procedures that provide for all types of physical and communication needs

· Staff trained to understand and respond with respect to people with different types of disabilities, including less visible impairments such as deafness, cognitive impairments and depression 

Supported by organizations that include the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), the Disability Rights Education and Defense Fund (DREDF), the American Council of the Blind (ACB), Wright State University and Midmark Corporation, the focus of NPAW is on improving the relationship between providers and patients to create a healthcare environment that is free from any type of barrier to efficient, quality healthcare.

On October 31, 2008, Wright State University in Dayton, Ohio, which has a national reputation for accommodating students with disabilities, will also sponsor an event for local healthcare providers and architects featuring presentations by Jeffrey Vernooy, director of the Office of Disability Services at Wright State University. Vernooy will speak on the need for accessible environments and equipment for people with all types of disabilities and will offer a tour of the University’s student healthcare facility. Other local speakers are scheduled including Mary Hiland, executive director of the American Council of the Blind of Ohio. Please contact Jeffrey Vernooy at 937.775.5680 for more information on this event.
The Department of Veterans Affairs is also planning an event for providers and the media on healthcare accessibility at the James A. Haley Veterans’ Hospital in Tampa, Florida, one of the busiest VA hospitals in the nation. The event will include a tour of the facility and a demonstration of its accessible equipment in the Emergency Department and clinic areas, including low height exam tables and patient lifts used in conjunction with its brand new emergency transport vehicle, “Lucy.” Please contact Carolyn Clark at 813.979.3645 for more information. 

Equal access healthcare

As the healthcare industry evolves, equal access healthcare is an increasingly important issue affecting our healthcare system across the country. Too many facilities and clinics still lack total architectural and programmatic accessibility. By providing an accessible healthcare environment that works for everyone, healthcare providers improve the quality of patient care as well as the quality of their patients' lives. Full accessibility also greatly improves patient safety and patient outcomes, as well as productivity and profitability for the medical practice.
Many healthcare facilities do not provide full access to care because they fail to provide accessible equipment or have other programmatic or financial barriers to care. A nationwide survey of people with disabilities conducted in 2005 found that 74.9 percent of those surveyed had more than a moderate degree of difficulty accessing examination tables; similarly, 68.2 percent had significant problems accessing x-ray equipment, and more than 50 percent (for each) had difficulty accessing x-ray equipment and weight scales. (June Kailes, Center for Disabilities Issues and the Health Professions at Western University of Health Sciences, Pomona, CA.)

Some mammography machines, for example, cannot be lowered to accommodate a patient who uses a wheelchair, and many facilities have no mechanism for providing sign language interpretation for patients who are deaf or hearing impaired.

According to the 2000 census, people with disabilities represent 19.3 percent of the population over the age of 5. Many of these people fail to receive adequate healthcare because of accessibility issues. This is an especially important issue because oftentimes people with disabilities require more frequent healthcare services than those without disabilities. And, it is not just people that “self-identify” as having a disability who lack access to healthcare. The percentage of older adults is increasing rapidly as the “baby boomers” age. Aging adults represented 12 percent of the population in 1997; they will represent 20 percent of the population by 2030. The obesity percentage among U.S. adults has also continued to rise and is currently at 30 percent, which is another factor impacting the need for accessible healthcare. 

“At one time if you had a disability, were a senior with reduced mobility or could not get onto an exam table on your own, you just had to resign yourself to an incomplete exam in a chair or even on the floor when you visited a healthcare provider,” said Mary Lou Breslin, senior policy advisor and co-founder of DREDF.

“Laws like the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) have recognized that people with disabilities often receive sub-standard healthcare simply because they have a disability and face numerous barriers. The development and existence of height-adjustable examination tables in response to a lawsuit brought under the ADA is just one example of how barriers can be addressed if we listen to and work with people with disabilities to design and implement universally designed solutions,” added Breslin.

For more information about DREDF or to view DREDF’s statement, “Ensuring Access to Health Care for People with Disabilities”, visit www.dredf.org.

Making a difference

A number of healthcare organizations are leading the charge in providing accessible healthcare facilities, including the VA.  With 155 medical centers in the United States, more than 400 sites of care and more than 5 million people receiving healthcare in VA facilities each year, the VA is funding a major initiative to improve the quality and access of healthcare for its patients.

“The VA is taking a very proactive approach to accessible healthcare. For example, we just funded a 205 million dollar initiative to upgrade our ambulatory care clinics with height-adjustable exam tables, ceiling mounted lifts, bariatric equipment and other devices to create equal access to care for all patients,” said Dr. Audrey Nelson, director of patient safety for the VA.

For more information about the VA and its initiative and to see an interview with Dr. Nelson, visit http://www.prnewswire.com/broadcast/34067/press.shtml.
About National Patient Accessibility Week

The purpose of National Patient Accessibility Week (NPAW) is to increase the awareness that healthcare providers need and are obligated by law to have accessible, barrier-Free facilities for patients who have disabilities. And, NPAW also supports the need for accessible healthcare facilities for patients with other mobility concerns, including the elderly and obese populations.   
Learn more 

If you are interested in receiving more information regarding National Patient Accessibility Week or additional resources, including videos, fact sheets and an accessibility checklist, please visit http://www.midmark.com/Pages/Newsroom.aspx#p7tpc1_2.
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