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T: 0131-244 2328   
E: angela.bonomy@scotland.gsi.gov.uk 

 

 

 

Mr Stewart Maxwell MSP 
Convenor 
Education and Culture Committee 
The Scottish Parliament 
Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP  

 




 ___ 
 
27th January 2015 
 
 
 
Dear Mr Maxwell 
 
 
NHS 24 BRITISH SIGN LANGUAGE (BSL) PILOT PROJECT 
 
Further to my colleague Irene Bruce’s conversation on 26th January 2015 with your 
Committee Clerk, Lewis McNaughton, who is leading on the BSL Bill,  
I am pleased to attach at Annex A briefing regarding progress with the BSL Pilot project.  
The purpose of the briefing is to raise the Education and Culture Committee’s awareness 
of the pilot’s current position and support the ongoing scrutiny of the BSL Bill. 
 
You will see from the briefing that this is work in progress and more needs to be done. 
Nonetheless, I trust that the Committee finds it useful and I would be more than happy to 
discuss it further and provide regular updates, if required. 
 
I am copying this letter to Hilary Third, Equalities Unit and Lewis McNaughton, 
Committee Clerk. 
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
pp ANGELA BONOMY 
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 Annex A 
 
EDUCATION AND CULTURE COMMITTEE BRIEFING  
 
NHS 24 BRITISH SIGN LANGUAGE (BSL) PILOT PROJECT 
 
1. Background 
 

 In response to criticism at their Annual Review, NHS 24 introduced a BSL pilot in 
April 2012 as part of a wider project to establish better access to telehealth for 
service users who are deaf or hard of hearing. 

 
 This is a new cutting edge programme - the first of its kind in Scotland and in key 

aspects, unique in the UK.   
 

 There are currently approximately 6500 known BSL users within Scotland. 
 

 The development supported NHS 24 and its partner Boards in meeting their 
equality duties under the 2010 Act, to eliminate discrimination by making 
reasonable adjustments to a service to address potential discrimination as a result 
of disability.  

 
 NHS 24 has been working in partnership with Heriot-Watt University, Scottish 

Council on Deafness, the BSL community, NHS Scotland Boards and the Scottish 
Association of Sign Language Interpreters for over two years to look at ways of 
improving access to healthcare for BSL users. 

 
 For the financial year 2014/15 the Scottish Government has provided £184K in 

funding to NHS 24, which includes the cost of selected members of the NHS 24 
workforce studying for the MA in BSL offered by Heriot-Watt University: these staff 
will answer calls at NHS 24 HQ and at home out of hours post-qualification. 
 

 Details of the service offered via the pilot are attached at Annex B.  
 

2. Independent evaluation 
 

 A preliminary evaluation of the pilot was commissioned by NHS 24 in August 2013 
and the report shared with Scottish Government officials.   

 
 The evaluation highlighted a number of teething problems and challenges –  

opening times, the number of GPs willing to take part, access, technology issues 
and high costs - but the consensus view of the majority of participants was that the 
innovative service should continue but not it its current form. 

 
 In May 2014 Ministers agreed that the service should continue with additional 

Scottish Government funding to allow time for NHS 24 to develop a viable 
business case for a second phase of piloting taking account of the 
recommendations from the evaluation and lessons learned in phase 1. 
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 The intention was that this would involve a re-tendering process for a re-modelled 
and more cost effective BSL interpreting service, to include technological 
improvements and extended operating hours.  

 
3.   Financial considerations/business case 
 

 NHS 24 have struggled with developing a detailed business plan because of the 
particular challenges facing the provision of the service, e.g., low usage rates and 
excessive costs.  

 
 Ministers have agreed to current funding being extended to June 2015 to allow a 

viable business plan be put in in place to take forward the BSL interpreting 
service. 

 
 It is clearly unsustainable for the service to continue in its current form and 

Scottish Government is working with NHS 24 and other public sector partners in 
order to make the service more cost effective and more widely accessible to 
users.  
 

 
4. Current position – phase 2 of pilot 
 

 Scottish Government has put in place a new Project Manager to take forward 
phase 2 of the pilot national BSL interpreting service: the service will be known as 
Contact Scotland – BSL.  There are three main strands to this work: 

 
o Engaging with BSL users to encourage them to use the service and ensure 

it is fit for purpose. 
 
o Focusing on the Video Relay Service (VRS) aspect of the current service 

delivery model to increase call volume. (See Annex B). 
 
o Offering the service more widely across the public sector in Scotland using 

the current NHS 24 infrastructure. 
 

 A Project Board is being set up to take forward phase 2 work.  The Project Board 
will replace the existing  Advisory Group which NHS 24 had established at the 
start of their work. The Board will include representatives from the following 
organisations:  
 

o Scottish Government (Care, Support & Rights, Equalities Unit and 
Communications Health) 

o Signlanguage Interactions - interpreters for the service. 
o SignHealth - technology for the service. 
o HR Director NHS 24. 
o Scottish Association of Sign Language Interpreters (SASLI) - the registering   

body for interpreters. 
o British Deaf Association - representing service users. 
o Chief Executive Deafblind Scotland. 
o Chief Officer Scottish Council on Deafness. 



 4 

o Deafblind Scotland - service user. 
o Other Public Bodies, including, Police Scotland, Scottish Prison Service, 

Scottish Legal Aid Board and Renfrewshire Local Authority 
 

 The first meeting of the Project Board is planned for the beginning of March 2015.  
 
 
5. Next Steps 
 

 Scottish Government will continue to work with NHS 24 and other partners to  
develop and enhance the pilot national BSL interpreting service. 
 

 Working with members of the Project Board and Communications Health 
colleagues, a communication and engagement plan will be developed and 
implemented. 
 

 An update on progress and proposals for handling phase 2 will be submitted to 
Ministers for approval prior to the first meeting of the Project Board in March 2015. 
 

 Following Ministerial approval of the phase 2 proposals we will communicate, test 
and evaluate this cutting edge approach involving other public services with a view 
to reporting progress and next steps to Ministers in May/June 2015. 

 
 
 
Angela Bonomy 
Directorate of Population Health Improvement  
Care, Support & Rights Division 
0131 244 2328 
 
27th January 2015 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 



 

St Andrew’s House, Regent Road, Edinburgh  EH1 3DG 

www.scotland.gov.uk   

 

Annex B 
 
NHS 24 BSL Interpreting Service 
 
The NHS 24 pilot aims to improve access to health services for people in Scotland who are 
deaf, deafened or hard of hearing.  It’s made up of two distinct elements: 
 
 

 A Video Remote Interpreting service, based at NHS 24 HQ, offered to geographical 
NHS Boards. The 3-way interaction is initiated by the medical professional and is 
based on the medical professional and the deaf patient being in the same location but 
the NHS 24 employed interpreter being remote. The interpreters interpret for 
geographical boards for both scheduled and unscheduled care. 

 
 
Illustration of 3 way Service 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
And  
 

 A Video Relay service offered to members of the deaf community, to parallel the out 
of hours service offered to hearing patients who access medical advice and triage by 
telephone.  BSL/English interpreters are based at NHS 24 HQ during the day and at 
home for evening and weekend shifts. Four parties are involved in the interaction 
(each of them remote from the other) which is initiated by the deaf person themselves.   

 
 

 
 
 

Clinician Patient 
NHS 24 BSL 
Interpreter 
 Interpreter


