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  The following is submitted by The Canadian Hard of Hearing Association Comox Valley Branch.  We are a small group, which meets monthly, to actively support and assist those who are Hard of Hearing in our community.

Not all of our members were able to attend the public forum held in our Courtenay area, therefore we also wish to submit the following ideas.

I. DISABILITY TAX CREDIT  OR  OTHER  FORMS  OF FINANCIAL  ASSISTANCE
        
We appreciate that the Canada Revenue Disability Act  recently was revised to better meet the needs of those who meet the required Disability specifications.  Our interest of course is in the definition and expectations for those who are Hard of Hearing.
Current reading of the certificate ( that the physician or audiologist must complete), suggests that although this may address the functional level of those who are near or totally deaf,  it gives little or no recognition to those whose hearing loss requires continual use of hearing devices 90% of their waking day.  Without such devices, these Hard of Hearing individuals remain cut off from normal communication; too frequently are excluded or inhibited from normal daily activities with others; or in the more  extreme cases – experience semi or total isolation.  Too frequently these individuals suffer from their ‘hidden disability’ in silence.
 Our concern is for the increasing number of seniors caught in this dilemma and the high cost of listening devices currently available on the market.  For some, their hearing loss is minimal - requiring primarily a volume increase. The majority require more extensive assistance: with adequate consultation to determine need, as well in most cases, requiring additional components to be added to the aide.    Depending on one’s loss, a single hearing aid can cost up to $2500.  As hearing loss usually occurs in both ears, most people require two aides  ) – a $5000 cost.   The life span of such aides is usually 4-5 years.
Currently the high cost of any Hearing aides or Hearing assistance devices, too frequently is beyond the financial ability of low income earners or Seniors restricted to only their Old Age pension.   - neither are likely to be covered by ‘private Medical Insurance’. 

BC is one of the few provinces, which currently offers assistance ONLY to those who in some way are connected to the Labour Market.  In other words, those who are not under a Social Service program or Employment program are officially NOT ELIGIBLE. There is definitely nothing for Seniors.  (see CHHA review of Hearing Aid Subsidies)  Perhaps it is time that this policy was changed.

 We therefore propose that the BC government acknowledge the needs of those of any age, who are afflicted with this ‘hidden disability’
Such assistance could include:  additional tax reductions, a grant for purchase of relevant assistance devices,  or ( as can be found in some of the United States) a ‘below-market’ interest rate loan intended to purchase assistive technology, which includes hearing aids, TTY’s, and other personal hearing devices (ie com pilot connections; modified telephones, etc)
 


I. IMPROVE PUBLIC UNDERSTANDING AND AWARENESS OF SOUND LEVEL  ISSUES

BC is well known for its multitude of public events – held both indoors and out.  We suggest that there should be greater recognition, and action taken, to ensure that entertainment venues of all kinds do not exceed maximum sound levels.  

The fact is the dangers of ‘ maximum sound levels’ is a largely ignored Public Health issue.  The general public needs greater awareness of the hazards involved with sound and what can be done, individually and collectively, to protect their hearing. 

 Public education is required to assist people of all ages to both acknowledge and cope successfully with the danger levels of sound in our modern world.  A nearby loud explosion (like a firecracker) can permanently damage hearing, but gradual exposure to noises at a much lower level over time can also cause serious problems.  People need to learn to limit exposure to moderately high noise levels, and to get away from the sound (if not permanently then temporarily) to allow their ears time to recover.   More people need to be aware of the following sound level chart and be alert to what the decibel levels they should NOT be exposing themselves to……..  
· At 91 decibels, your ears can tolerate up to two hours of exposure. 
· At 100 decibels, damage can occur with 15 minutes of exposure. 
· At 112 decibels, damage can occur with only one minute of exposure. 
· At 140 decibels, immediate nerve damage can occur. 
Most give little thought to the additional physiological effects of noise which can include increased blood pressure, digestive disturbances, increase in heart rate, migraine headaches, etc. Further general public education is obviously needed on this important Public Health issue.

II.  INTRODUCTION OF LOOP  SYSTEMS (where appropriate) IN OLDER BUILDINGS

Since 1992 the BC building code has addressed the need for ‘ assistive listening systems’  by requiring. “ in assembly occupancies, all auditoria and theatres with an area of more than 100 m² are required to have assistive listening systems provided throughout the entire seating area.  The exception being where an induction loop system is used, only half the seating area needs to be encompassed.  However , the Code does not apply retroactively, meaning buildings built to earlier code versions are not required to update every time a new version is introduced.  If there are alterations to an existing building, then the current requirements would apply to the new construction.

The end result of this ruling means that in many communities, the main public buildings and entertainment venues (built prior to 1992) do not offer such Loop Systems.  This puts those who are Hard of Hearing at a distinct disadvantage.

We propose that the government consider giving some form of Tax Incentive, to those organizations responsible for buildings constructed before the code came into place, which make such an addition where appropriate.


III. “RECOGNITION AND RESPONSE”  EDUCATION SEMINARS
To be Hard of Hearing is a significant social disability, affecting many people of all ages, increasingly those identified as Seniors. It is imperative the business community and those in helping positions (including ‘professionals’) be encouraged to become better able to recognize and respond appropriately to those with a hearing impairment.  

Communicating effectively is an accepted concept in most organizations which deal with the general public. While it is important for individuals who are experiencing Hearing Loss to be more assertive in assisting others to acknowledge their need, those who relate to the public in any way, need to know what could/can be done to improve communication. Too frequently their need is neither acknowledged or met. There needs to be improvement in the understanding and skills of  those providing services of any kind to individuals who have a hearing disability

 

Be they teachers, skill trainers, grocery clerks or professionals, those ‘serving’ the public of any age need to be more alert to this ‘hidden disability’.  Historically Hard of Hearing individuals have recognized that they are not understood,  nor accepted.  Some will react negatively to such rejection in a multitude of ways - gaining attention by acting out or demanding attention they know is their right thru one means or another.  Others, the majority, will merely withdraw…….removing themselves from a situation where they see they have no hope of achieving a viable form of communication.  Attendance at functions diminishes, as participation seldom has the same attraction if communicating is a major barrier. 

We propose that the Government encourage more public and professional seminars be held to assist those ‘helping others’  become more positive in the ways they can assist the Hard of Hearing individuals they serve. 

 Simple tips, like learning to look up and speak directly to the person (so they can read your lips as well as facial expressions); not covering your mouth; speaking more slowly and articulating clearly, all help. 
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 Greater knowledge of this disability, with increasing appreciation of the limitations experienced, would go a long way to improving the situation.

