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Paramount to a sustainable future is good health.  Health involves our whole body – our organs, our senses, our mobility and our mind. Our senses are the gateway to our environment and are often indicators of our quality of life. Our senses enable us to see, hear, taste, smell and touch – and through this we build our social and environmental relationships. Deprivation of the senses can lead to a significant reduction in quality of life (National Council of Aging, 1998).

Hearing loss is a lot more common than many people think. 2 in 1000 live births will have a permanent hearing loss.  A further 1.4 per 1000 children will have a late onset or deteriorating hearing loss (Lovegrove & Oong, 2001). Considering that the annual birth rate in Australia is in the order of 250000 – we can predict that 500 infants will be born with permanent hearing loss each year and a further 350 children will develop permanent hearing loss.

As we get older the chances that we will have a hearing loss increases.  An Australian study (South Australian Department of Human Services, 1998) suggests that as many as one in five over the age of 15 experience some degree of hearing impairment. This increases to an estimation that 39% of Australians over the age of 55 have a significant hearing loss and 78% over the age of 80 (Paul Mitchell, et al, 2002). Using age standardised to the 2001 Australian population, we can estimate that there are 1.5 million Australians aged 55 and older with hearing loss affecting both ears. 

With regards to sustainability there are a number of issues pertaining to Audiology:

· With an aging population – how do we build the resources to sustain effective diagnostic and management programs

· How do we work with other professions to reduce the incidence of hearing loss 

· What role do manufacturers have in making our hearing solutions more environmentally friendly, i.e. there has been little consideration of the environmental impact of technology we use in diagnosing and managing hearing loss.

· How do we balance economic, social and environmental pressures

Sustainability through Education

The first step to achieving sustainability is awareness.  From awareness we can build solutions, implement recommendations and regularly review to ensure ongoing quality.

Human resources are a major issue for Audiology services in Australia and many other countries around the world.  There are more positions than there are audiologists and there is demand for programs in locations where there currently is no service. The provision of service to rural and remote communities is not covered in this paper – however it is a huge problem in our current climate and will become a greater problem as the population ages.

At present there are 5 universities in Australia that offer the Masters course in Audiology. Approximately 50-60 people graduate per year nationally.  This does not meet the growing demand from the community and the matriculation rate of the profession. It appears that one of the greatest limiting factors to increasing the number of Audiology placements at universities is the difficulty in meeting supervision requirements.  It is required that all graduates complete 200 hours of supervised clinical work prior to graduation.  In a profession where the human resources are already stretched to keep up with the demand for service, it is difficult to get practicing Audiologists to offer 1:1 supervision to students. 

All universities have their own clinics in order to help facilitate supervision of their students.  These are effective, however it is important that students get more than one area of experience prior to graduation.  Western Australia University is investigating the use of a slightly different model of supervision to entice more Audiology practices to provide supervision to students.  If government could support supervision incentive programs this may increase the number clinical placements.  Their support could be tax rebates for supervisers or an increase in the scheduled fee for services performed by student with supervision. We need to continue to look at other ways of providing supervision and clinical experience to our students in order to increase the number of graduates. 

In recent years Audiologists and Health Professionals in general, have become more aware of the cost of the services that we provide.  Although some may see this as a disadvantage of our economic rationalist governing, it can also be viewed as a significant advantage to ensuring our long-term viability as a profession and as a service to the community.

Our university courses and continuing education programs currently appear to provide a good level of information regarding the social sustainability issues – however I think there needs to be education in economic aspects of sustainability.  We need to teach Health Professionals how to build a service in a community that balances the social and economic needs of that community in order for it to be sustainable.

Audiology uses a wide range of technology to provide our services.  The majority of applications are PC based and therefore we are reliant on Information Technology for our record management, diagnostic testing and rehabilitation programming.  There are also a number of other tools we use in clinics for example, otoscopes, speculae tips, impression material, alcohol swabs, disposable plastic gloves etc and due to infection control guidelines there appears to be little concern for the impact on our physical environment in using these items.

Whilst investigating some major suppliers of technology to the Audiology profession I was pleasantly surprised to see that they all had “sustainable development” policies that they operated under.  To further promote this Audiologists could ensure that manufacturers they are dealing with operate under sustainable development frameworks.

Continuing Professional Development for Sustainability

Not only do we need to build a triple bottom line approach into our entry level education, we also need to build this awareness and knowledge in our practicing Audiologists.  I recommend that an accredited Continuing Education module on Sustainability be available to members to attend and/or access. 

Articles on Sustainability will also be published in our member magazine to assist increasing awareness of the issues involved and the concept per se.

Public Policy and Audiology

Currently in Australia there is no licensing of hearing professionals.  There are two broad groups that are practicing in the community with no external regulation of either group.  Audiologists are hearing specialists that have an Undergraduate degree and Post Graduate qualifications in Audiology.  The minimum qualification in Australia at present is a Masters in Audiology.  There is voluntary membership of a professional body, which there are two of – Audiological Society of Australia (ASA) and the Australian College of Audiology (ACAud).  Both are governed by democratically elected Federal Executive Councils.  All members practice in accordance with their code of ethics and are committed to a Continuing Education Program.  The ASA requires its members to provide evidence of Continuing Education to ensure ongoing clinical certification. 

The second group of hearing carers are Audiometerists.  This is a certificate course via TAFE that is completed with on the job training.  Audiometerists have the opportunity for voluntary membership to the Australian College of Audiology (ACAud).  ACAud invite applications for membership from Audiologists and Audiometerists. 

The major point here is that there is no regulation of the hearing care industry. The only regulation is via those providers that choose to participate in the Government Hearing program. In order to build a 

sustainable future the Government needs to provide regulation to an industry that is paramount in providing communication services to the community.
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Through regulation and licensing there is the opportunity to ensure a level of expertise in Audiology programs in Australia.  The formation of programs would take into account the differing levels of 

expertise by the hearing professionals and begin to address the human resources issue. For example we could create clinical care streams in order to service clients, with the Audiologist providing the specialist level of care, and other staff providing the other essential aspects of a program.  This would enable the Audiologist to service more people, and the recipient to receive the level of care and expertise they need.

Young Professionals and Sustainability

Audiology is a young profession.  It also has a very high turnover rate as the majority of Audiologists are female and often leave the profession for family duties or participate for many years on a part time basis.  It essential that we tap into the pool of young Audiology professionals to ensure that we work towards a sustainable future.   This potential can be tapped via the professional groups and major employers. 

Integrated Approaches to Sustainability

One of the greatest concerns to Audiologists is - are we going to keep up with the demand for our services?  There is a proportion of the population that will always require Audiology services – this is constant.  As the population grows, this proportion will remain and therefore we need to grow our programs too.  We need to look at working with other groups, such as Audiometerists, nurses, nurse aides, and health educators in order to be able to maintain the specialist level of care to the community.  The somewhat traditional model of healthcare that we currently use to see clients (e.g. client is seen by an Audiologist for the whole appointment) needs to be dissected to see what aspects can be given to other staff so that the Audiologist is merely providing the specialist level of care. 

We also need to work in collaboration with scientists, Occupational, Health and Safety Officers, Human resource Departments, Health Educators, Government Policy Makers, Epidemiologists and Medical Practitioners to address the issue of preventable hearing loss.  Although we have progressed a long way, noise is still the most common single cause of hearing loss in Australia (Australian Hearing, 2003). Legislation needs to reflect the safe levels of exposure. Education programs for pregnancy health need to include risk factors for hearing loss and options to reduce likelihood (e.g. immunisation against rubella prior to pregnancy, testing for CMV prior to pregnancy).

Conclusion

There are a number of practical applications that can be taken away from this discussion. We need to look at:

· Licensing/registration/regulation of the industry would provide a platform for dissecting service delivery and maintaining excellence in standards in the hearing industry.

· How can we train more Audiologists? Review laterally supervision requirements and how to meet them to increase the number of university graduates.

· We need to educate Audiologists (students and practicing) about the importance of sustainable development; both with regards to economic sustainability and the products/technology we use.

· Capitalise on our young professional network to build awareness and solutions to achieve sustainability.

· We need to work in collaboration with other professionals and sectors of the community to continue to reduce the incidence of preventable hearing loss.
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