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Optical Services

Mr. Fowler made his statement on
optical services this afternoon. The response
PE————
was quiet - a general welcome from the
— - b
Government benches, with Opposition concern
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centred on issues of preserving standards.

There was surprisingly little trouble about

the withdrawal of the NHS obligation to

supply spectacles, perhaps because the

e ————— . .
Opposition were slow to pick this up.

In the light of your own comments
on an earlier version of the statement,
Mr. Fowler made clear that no-one other

—
than opticians or doctors would be able to

sell glasses to children under 16 (not
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10 as originally proposed).
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OPTICIANS' MONOPOLY TO END ON DECEMBER 10

From December 10, retailers other than opticians will be able to sell

glasses to anyone over 16 who is not registered blind or partially sighted,

An Order that will allow the change was made today by the Privy Council.

Anyone wanting to buy glasses from a retailer must have a prescription
signed in the last two years by an ophthalmic optician or doctor. This will

help to ensure cases of serious eye disease do not go undetected.

To ensure public safety, the Order prohibits glasses made of certain
inflammable materials and requires all lenses to be made of material which

accords to appropriate British Standards.

To help ensure the quality of glasses, retailers who sell anything other
than simple reading glasses will have to take certain essential facial measurements

and check the accuracy of the finished glasses.

Kenneth Clarke, Minister forHealth, said today: "These overdue reforms
carry no risk to the wearer of glasses but will lead to greater competition,
provide greater choice, and, above all, have the effect of bringing down the

price of spectacles to the benefit of the public."

NOTE TO EDITORS

The Order is being made as a result of Section 1(1) of the Health and Social
Security Act 1984 which has amended Section 21 of the Opticians Act 1958. Under

this revised legislation, the Privy Council may make orders prescribing conditions




under which unregistered suppliers may sell spectacles to the public. The

H&SS Act 1984 resulted from consideration by the Government of the conclusions
of the Director General of Fair Trading in his report 'Opticians and Competition'
published in 1982. The report found that the requirements imposed by the
Opticians Act 1958 led to restricted competition and resulted in unnecessarily

high prices of spectacles.

A guide to the new law for the information of prospective retailers will be

available shortly from DHSS, PO Box 21, Stanmore, Middlesex - price 60p.







® Briefing Note

SOCIAL SERVICE MATTERS 1.12,83

l. Optical Services

On 28th November 1983 Mr Norman Fowler, Secretary of State for Social Services, made an
important statement on the Government's plans to increase competition in the supply of
spectacles.

Some 60 per cent of men and 66 per cent of women wear glasses. In response to mounting
public concern at the high costs of private spectacles, the Government in December 1981
asked the Office of Fair Trading (OFT) to review certain aspects of the Opticians Act
1958. The Government was particularly concerned about the ways in which the Act operated
to restrict competition. The OFT's report was published in January 1983. It was
particularly critical of the provision in the 1958 Act by which the General Optical
Council was given the power to make rules 'prohibiting or regulating' the use of
advertising. The current rules, for example, do not allow advertising of prices or

of speed of dispensing. The report also criticised the way the Act imposed a monopoly
on the dispensing and selling of glasses. It found that the requirements imposed under
the Act restricted competition and resulted in unecessarily high prices.

Mr Fowler said: 'The Government accepts these conclusions and believes that the interest
of consumers would be better served by acting upon the OFT report." (Hansard, 28th
November 1983, Col.437).

Accordingly, the Govermment will introduce legislation to enable the rules on advertising
operated by the General Optical Council to be amended to allow freer advertising. Action
will also be taken on the monoply to dispense and sell glasses. The legislation will
also allow non-opticians to sell glasses but only under carefully prescribed conditions,
so that no risks would be taken with people's sight. Mr Fowler emphasised:

'All sales will have to be made against a recent prescription, following a sight
test by an appropriately qualified optician or doctor, and no one other than a
qualified optician or doctor will be able to sell glasses for children or to

fit contact lenses' (ibid).

Mr Fowler gave an assurance that no changes would be made in the present arrangements

for free sight tests. Free glasses will also continue to be provided for children and
low-income families: in 1982, 420,000 children and 1 million adults benefited from
exemption and remission of charges. The changes proposed will provide greater choice

at competitive prices to the non—-exempt groups. Mr Fowler concluded: 'We believe that
the present non—exempt customers will be able to obtain a wider range of glasses at
comparable prices as a result of the proposed deregulation of the market' (ibid, col.439)

e Pensions

The 1983 Election Manifesto stated that the Government would consider how the pension
rights of early leavers in occupational pension schemes could be better protected, and
how fuller information could be given to members of such schemes. Mr Fowler announced
on 23rd November 1983 that the Government hoped to introduce legislation in the next
Parliamentary Session. A consultative document setting out in detail the Government's
proposals for early leavers was published on 29th November 1983. An additiomal
consultative document on disclosure measures will be published shortly. Mr Fowler
also announced the setting up of a special pensions inquiry, which he would chair him-
self. This would review the future of state, occupational and private provisions for
retirement, including the 'portability' of pension rights and the age of retirement.
The inquiry will aim to reach conclusions by spring next vear and it will be conducted,
as Mr Fowler said, 'as openly as possible'.

The Government has responded decisively to growing public concern about the
inflexibility of the pensions system.




3. Housing Benefit

The Chancellor announced in his Autumn Statement on 17th November 1983 a reduction in
the amount of Housing Benefit going to certain better-placed families.

Housing benefit at present goes to one household in three, sometimes to people on average
incomes. The reduction will amount to less than 5 per cent of the total spent omn Housing
Benefit, and the poorest households will continue to be protected. Housing Benefit will
still help over 6% million householders. including more than 3% million pensioners.

These changes, which come into effect in April next year, will save £230 million.

In April 1983 Housing Benefit replaced both supplementary benefit payments to help people
pay their rent and rates, and the rent and rate rebate and rent allowdnce schemes formerly
administered by local authorities. It provides a much simplified single benefit to help
low income householders with their housing costs. Now, all help with rent and rates

comes from local authorities in the form of rebates or, for private tenants, allowances;
and the local authorities are reimbursed by the Govermment. Supplementary benefit
claimants normally get 100 per cent help, although deduction may be made if there are
'non-dependants' in the household. The Department of Health and Social Security sends a
certificate of entitlement to the local authority. In other cases, known as 'standard
cases', recipients get a partial rebate or allowance.

The scheme has a number of advantages: it is simpler to understand; many people on
supplementary benefit now pay no rates or rent because they are fully rebated; and local
authorities are better able to control arrears because tenants now get rebates.

From April 1984 a number of changes will be made in the operation of the scheme. First,
there will be increased tapers above the needs allowance, which means that benefit will
be withdrawn more sharply for 'standard' recipieats on higher incomes. This will save
€115 million. Secondly, people with small entitlement will no longer get help. This
will affect people with a rent rebate entitlement of up to £1 per week or a rates rebate
entitlement of up to 50p per week. Thirdly, deductions which take account of the income
of non-dependants in the household will be increased and extended, although deductions
for pensioners and long term sick and unemployed remain unchanged. This will save £40m.
Fourthly, 18-20 year olds on supplementary benefit will no longer receive the 'non-
householder's contribution’. This will save £60m. Fifthly, higher thresholds will be
set for high rent schemes (where local authorities are able to pay higher benefits to
standard benefit tenants where rent levels are above nationally-set thresholds). This
will mean that fewer authorities will pay benefit under high rent schemes after April 1984
Lastly, there will be an increase of £l per week in the dependent child addition to the
needs allowance, which will benefit half a million families.

Conservative Research Department,
32, Smith Square, London S.W. l. CD/TH/SC-B
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Ophthalmic Services

Ophthalmic Services

3.30 pm

The Secretary of State for Social Services (Mr.
Norman Fowler): With permission, Mr. Speaker, I shall
make a statement on opticians and competition following
the report of the Office of Fair Trading published earlier
this year.

At the end of 1981 the Office of Fair Trading was asked
to report on the effects of the Opticians Act 1958 upon
competition in the supply of opticians’ services. It found
that the requirements imposed under that Act led to
restricted competition and resulted in unnecessarily high
prices. In particular, the Office of Fair Trading criticised
the rules limiting opticians’ advertising and the monopoly
on the supply of glasses granted to opticians and doctors.
The Government accept these conclusions and believe that
the interests of consumers would be better served by acting
upon the OFT report. Accordingly, the Government intend
to bring forward legislation to deal with two main areas.

First, we propose to take action on advertising. At
present, the rules made by the General Optical Council
allow no general advertising of the prices of glasses or
advertising on such matters as the speed of service. This
handicaps the consumer who wishes to get the best value
for money and also holds back the optician who can
provide a better deal or wider choice. The General Optical
Council reviewed its rules in the light of the report by the
Office of Fair Trading, but the changes that it proposed
came nowhere near to those needed. Legislation will
therefore be introduced to enable the rules operated by the
General Optical Council to be amended to allow freer
advertising. These powers will be used carefully. In
particular, we will draw a distinction between the
professional function of sight testing and the commercial
activity of selling glasses. The aim will be to ensure that
the public are provided with more information about the
prices of glasses.

Secondly we propose to take action on the monopoly
to dispense and sell glasses. There is still a need for public
protection in certain areas such as dispensing to children
and fitting contact lenses. However, all laws which create
a monopoly have to be examined to see whether, under the
cloak of public protection, there is not simply too much
protection for the seller. We have concluded that this is the
case with opticians. The legislation which the Government
will introduce will therefore allow non-opticians to sell
glasses under carefully prescribed conditions. The
conditions laid down will ensure that no risks are taken
with people’s sight. All sales will have to be made against
a recent prescription, following a sight test by an
appropriately qualified optician or doctor, and no one
other than a qualified optician or doctor will be able to sell
glasses for children or to fit contact lenses. It is our
intention to maintain the present arrangement for the
registration of qualified opticians and the public will
therefore be able to make a choice between the services
of a registered optician and those of other competitors.,

The action that I have announced on advertising and the
end of the dispensing monopoly will, I believe, bring
down the price of glasses. This will have an effect on the
general ophthalmic service. At present, it provides free
sight tests by either an ophthalmic optician or a specially
qualified doctor. We intend to continue this arrangement.
It also provides a range of frames and lenses free to
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children and families on low incomes. This free provision
will also continue. But other people who currently buy
NHS glasses will in the future be able to obtain a wider
selection of non-NHS glasses at reasonable prices.
Although the NHS will continue to provide free sight tests
and to supply glasses to the present exempt groups, there
will no longer be any need for the general supply of NHS
glasses. The legislation I shall shortly introduce will give
effect to this.

My right hon. Friends the Secretaries of State for
Scotland and for Northern Ireland will also bring forward
proposals to give effect to these changes. We believe that
the changes I have announced will enable greater
competition to take place, provide greater choice and,
above all, have the effect of bringing down the prices of
glasses for the public.

Mr. Frank Dobson (Holborn and St. Pancras): [ assure
the House that the Opposition share the general concern
about the high cost of non-National Health Service frames.
However, we are worried about certain aspects of the right
hon. Gentleman’s statement, although we welcome the
fact that the dispensing of glasses must still be preceded
by a sight test carried out by a qualified practitioner. We
are worried that the advertising changes and the relaxation
of the rules so that non-qualified people may sell glasses
will result in small business opticians, especially those in
rural areas, losing out to the major multiples, who can
afford the cost of advertising.

Will the staff of a shop selling glasses be properly
trained to interpret prescriptions which are given them by
the person who brings in the prescription? If not, mistakes
could occur, and they could be serious. What procedures
does the Secretary of State propose to provide a redress for
customers against a shop that sells glasses that are different
from those that were prescribed?

More importantly, does the Secretary of State’s
statement about the general supply of NHS glasses mean
that there will no longer be a general supply of NHS
glasses and that NHS frames and lenses will be provided
only to those poor groups and under 16-year-olds who are
described in the statement as exempt groups? If that is so,
it is a severe curtailment of the area covered by NHS
provisions and means the introduction of privatised
marketing into a sphere where it does not now exist.

Does the Secretary of State agree that if that is the
import of his statement it will mean that people who cannot
afford to go outside the NHS because they are poor will
demonstrate that they are poor, or are receiving
supplementary benefit or family income supplement, by
the nature of the glasses that they wear?

Mr. Fowler: The hon. Gentleman’s last point i$ not a
very good one. I am grateful for the limited support that
he has expressed for the measures that I have announced.

Virtually the only advertising at the moment is for
frames, which appear in the windows of opticians’
premises. Opticians cannot advertise in the press or on
television on such matters as price and speed of service,
or even on whether they are open. They cannot, for
example, display an advertisement that says, “Never
knowlingly undersold”. We believe that that area needs
reform, and that is why we have brought forward these
other proposals.

There will be checks and conditions on non-optician
sellers, Clearly, they should be able to read the
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F
introducing some j:gnn of closed. ¢itcuit television facility
in another part of the Palace, not@nly for the disabled but
for the many

Vo

: oﬁﬁedgc rhﬁfghis question goes very much
wider than facilities fof the disabled and thatgtherefore,
within the terms of thi§ question, I cannot heLpfullv answer

the hon. Gem]c,mau S point.

CIVIL SER\’!CE

Trade_’Union Representatives (Meetings)

40. Mr. tgpavan asked the Minister for the Civil
Service what subjects he expects to discuss at his next
meeting with trade union representatives of the Civil
Service.

The Minister of State. Treasury (Mr. Barney
Hayhoe): Plans for my next meeting with the le
Service unions have not yet been made.

Mr. Canavan: Why are the Government hellbent on
destroying another 37,000 civil service jobs by 1988,
which will mean a job loss in the Civil Servige of 139,000
since 19807 How can the Government justify staff
reductions 'in _Departments such as the Department of
Employment and the Department of Health and Social
Security when over 3 million are unemployed, over 7
million are dependent on supplementary benefit and about
9 million retirement pensioners and many other deserving
cases on low incomes depend on the services of those
Departments?

Mr. Hayhoe: The planned reduction of 6 per cent.
between 1 April 1984 and 1988 is a net figure. There will
be some staff increases in the prison department, for
example. The objective is improved efficiency and better
value for money.

Mr. Eggar: ‘What is the response of trade uni
representatives . to the proposals in the finap€ial
management ifjitiative, especially the important sﬁcp of
devolving decision-taking to more junior managprs ?

Mr. Hayhoe: I have not had a meeting wufi the Civil
Service unions about the financial managen)em initiative.

Mr. Kirkwood: Bearing in mind the?concern that is
being expressd within the confines of the trade union
movement over the representations of forestry workers,
will the Minister give an assurancefhat he will give early
consideration to arranging a meeting with those involved?

Mr. Hayhoe: | imagine that that will be a matter for
my right hon. Friend the Segretary of State for Scotland
or, perhaps, my right hon. Friend the Minister of
Agriculture, Fisheries and Food. Responsibility will lie
with one or other of my \ﬁghl hon. Friends in the firsy
instance. ;
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Dr. McDonald: Is the Minister aware that cm’
DHSS staff have already meant that visits to pensioners to
ensure that they have all the benefits to which they are
entitled have been reduced to one call every three to four
years and that the unemployed are not visited until nearly
the end of their first year of unemployment? Does this not
mean that pensioners and the unemployed are subsidising
the cuts in the Civil.8ervice and that they are in receipt of
much poorer anddmuch less efficient services as a result?

ye: | do not accept that description, which
is highly eXaggerated and extremely partisan. The hon.
Lady shgtild address detailed questions on the DHSS or the
Departiment of Employment to the responsible Ministers.

e
»
4
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7 Redundancy

Mr. Hayho

41. Mr. Chapman asked the Minister for the Civil
Service what is the redundancy policy in the Civil Service,

Mr. Hayhoe: In reducing the size of the Civil Service,
it is the Government's policy to rely on natural wastage to
the greatest possible extent. By 1 _April 1984, we shall
have reduced Civil Service maggower by over 100,000,
of which about 10 per centgWill be accounted for by
redundancies.

rateful to my hon. Friend for that

information. Will € confirm that the 14 per cent.
reduction in the gsinpower of the Civil Service over the
past four and f years has been secured with few forced
? Will he use his good offices to ensure that

lanned reduction of 37,000 which was referred

hon. Member for Falkirk, West (Mr. Canavan),

ved, if possible, without any forced redundancies?

_-f-".{lr. Hayhoe: The reduction of 100,000 has been
ﬁ:hie\ed with about 2,500 non-industrial civil servants

# being retired premalurelv on the gmund of redundancy

along with about 8,000 industria/Civil servants. Every
effort will be made in futup to avoid compulsory
redundancy. The Civil Servige is a large employer and
resignations and retirementgfprovide a great deal of elbow
room for reducing the ngfmber of jobs within the service.

Mr. Wilson: If ge Minister is determined to pursue
that policy in the tgfms that he has mentioned, will he take
on board even#® in Dundee, where the local vehicle
licensing offige has been given a sentence of death and
where therg are no alternative Civil Service jobs because
it is an gfea of high unemployment? Docy‘{d:cccpt that

4l volumt. of civil servants is to b)pv‘found in p]ushcr

such as those in
PDundee, will he ensure that algfnative work is brought

" into the area to secure jobs fgethose concerned? The civil
servants at the vehicle licgfising office at Dundee secured
their jobs only four ye

p lem? When c:lrcumstance*s agi€e,
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presc&n. and we shall consult the profession on this
matter. Remedies will be open to the public under the Sale
of Goods Act, but we shall have further talks about any
additional protection that is required. This will become
part of a Bill that will be put before the House shortly. and
therefore we shall have time to go into all these aspects.

On the hon. Gentleman’s point about general
ophthalmic services, free sight tests are now provided and
that will continue. Free glasses are provided for exempt
groups—children and low income families—and that,
too, will continue. It is the provision of glasses for non-
exempt groups that will be withdrawn from that market.
We believe that the present non-exempt customer will be
able to obtain a wider range of glasses at comparable prices
as a result of the proposed deregulation of the market.

The fundamental change is that we believe that the most
important person is the customer. Customers should have
the right to make an informed choice and to have more
information and lower prices.

Mr. Robert McCrindle (Brentwood and Ongar): Is
my right hon. Friend aware that he seems to have found
a good compromise between maintaining the professional
status of the optician and opening up the benefits of
competition for the consumer? Will he confirm that there
is no intention of moving towards the North American
system in which spectacles can be purchased without
prescription over the counter of a department store?
Secondly, how recent will the prescription need to be for
glasses to be obtained under the new arrangements
outlined in his statement?

Mr. Fowler: I hope that what my hon. Friend has said
will be noted, as it is absolutely correct. With regard to
checks, sales will be made against recent prescriptions, by
which we mean prescriptions made within the last two
years.

Mr. Willie W. Hamilton (Fife, Central): Is the
Secretary of State aware that the Opposition welcome the
possible reduction in the price of glasses so long as we
have an absolute and unqualified assurance that the quality
of service to the patient will not be jeopardised? On the
point raised by the hon. Member for Brentwood and Ongar
(Mr. McCrindle), will the Secretary of State make illegal
the sale of glasses by retail outlets such as Woolworths,
as anyone who has seen that kind of treatment must be
appalled by it? Will he also assure the House that there will
be separate Scottish legislation and that Scotland will not
be tacked on to a United Kingdom Bill?

Mr. Fowler: The legislation covers the whole of the
United Kingdom, but my right hon. Friend the Secretary
of State for Scotland will make a separate statement about
the position in Scotland.

Mr. Hamilton: When?

Mr. Fowler: Very soon, I hope.

Mr. Hamilton: In the House?

Mr. Fowler: The hon. Gentleman also made an
important point about checks. As I have said, any sale
must be made against a recent prescription and it will be
a condition on the non-optician seller that he must be able
to read the prescription. We shall consult the profession
on that aspect. It should be pointed out, however, that
about two thirds of prescriptions are now made up by
prescription houses where staff do not need to be qualified
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in the way that professional opticians are. The aim is to
preserve the medical checks that both the Government and
the Opposition want, while producing a better service and
lower prices for the public by the introduction of
competition.

Mr. Peter Viggers (Gosport): Does my right hon.
Friend agree that the present system has two grave
shortcomings, neither of which has much to do with
maintaining standards? First, the interlinking of sight
testing with the sale of glasses and frames maintains high
prices. Secondly, restrictions on advertising the services
offered help to maintain high prices and prevent proper
competition. Is my right hon. Friend aware that the
measures announced today will undoubtedly reduce prices
for the consumer?

Mr. Fowler: I am grateful to my hon. Friend for his
comments. There is no doubt that the present restrictions
on advertising prevent full competition and to some extent
discourage new entrants. [ believe that our proposals will
lead to more competition, better services and lower prices.

Mr. Lewis Carter-Jones (Eccles): Will the Secretary
of State give a firm promise that routine examinations for
possible glaucoma will in no way be reduced either for the
rich or for the poor as a result of the Government's
legislation?

Mr. Fowler: Eye tests will continue to be free, as at
present. That will remain unchanged.

Mr. Tim Eggar (Enfield, North): As there has been
such a wide welcome for my right hon. Friend’s statement,
one wonders why previous Governments did not introduce
similar reforms. Will my right hon. Friend consider other
professions, with a view to similar reforms? In the present
case, will he explain why there are to be any restrictions
at all on advertising?

Mr. Fowler: I am grateful for my hon. Friend’s
comments, but I know that he would not wish to push me
into areas for which the DHSS is not responsible. As for
restrictions on advertising, the important distinction is
between the selling activities of the optician and the sight
testing function. That is the distinction that we seek to
make.

Mr. Michael Meadowcroft (Leeds, West): Does the
Secretary of State accept that the present two-year
definition of a recent prescription may not be justified if
the rules are changed? Does he accept that the difficulties
of having separate dispensers may be far more acute in the
future, because, although two thirds of prescriptions now
come from prescription houses, the position may be very
different when an optician is no longer responsible for final
delivery of the spectacles? Will he therefore consider
registration of dispensers rather than more general
proposals about bringing in certain rules to test them?

Finally, when the Secretary of State says that there may
no longer be any need for the general supply of National
Health Service glasses, does he agree that in some
instances people may feel unable to enter general
prescribing because of their lack of funds? Does he accept
that there will be severe difficulties unless there is a better
standard of NHS provision?

Lastly

Mr. Speaker: Order. I think that three questions are
plenty.
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Mr. Meadowcroft: Perhaps I may just finish the point,
Mr. Speaker. As the hon. Member for Holborn and St.
Pancras (Mr. Dobson) said, there is a danger——

Mr. Speaker: Order. That is unfair.

Mr. Fowler: We shall certainly look at the hon.
Gentleman’s point about the two-year definition of a
recent prescription. No doubt that will be dealt with in
Committee when the legislation providing for the change
is considered. In view of the hon. Gentleman’s comments,
I hope that he supports the general thrust of the changes.

Mr. Meadowcroft indicated assent.

Mr. Fowler: I am glad to see that the hon. Gentleman
nods his assent to that.

Im making regulations for non-opticians, we shall wish
to consider the matter very carefully before going along
with the hon. Gentleman’s suggestion. Clearly, there must
be a checking process, but we do net wish to end up merely
pursuing the monopoly in a different way.

Mr. Chris Smith (Islington, South and Finsbury): Is
the Secretary of State aware that there is an increasing
tendency for small independent ophthalmic practices to be
taken over by large conglomerates, many of them with
other than optical interests, and in one case a tobacco
company? Is he aware that that trend is a matter of great
concern to professional and academic circles in the
ophthalmic world? Is he further aware that his proposals
may lead to an increase in that trend and cause great
anxiety about the quality of service provided for the
public?

Mr. Fowler: I am sure that it would be out of order for
me to make any comments about eyesight, It is a point,
however, that we shall bear in mind. It is for the public
to decide. They will have a free choice. Registered
opticians will be able to put their case. Many people will
continue to go to registered opticians—there is no doubt
about that. We are saying that there should be greater
choice than there is at the moment.

Mr. Ioan Evans (Cynon Valley): While we welcome
this measure if it means a reduction in costs to the
consumer, will the Secretary of State look more positively
at the possibility of increasing the range of National Health
Service spectacle frames, so that people need not go to the
private sector?

Mr. Fowler: No, we want to go the other way. As [
said in my statement, and as the hon. Gentleman
recognises, we are keeping to the National Health Service
supply of National Health Service frames for children and
other exempt groups. We may ultimately be able to reach
a position where people are reimbursed or are given a cash
voucher so that they can go into the market if they choose.

If that were to develop, it would be a better way of

proceeding.

Mr. Charles Kennedy (Ross, Cromarty and Skye): |
welcome the Secretary of State’s concern for the
consumer, which is plainly right, and the lower prices to
which his proposals will lead, but at the end of his
statement, he talked about there no longer being a need for
any general supply of NHS glasses. If his proposal means
introducing some form of means testing, that will be a
retrograde step.

28 NOVEMBER 1983

Ophthalmic Services

Mr. Fowler: | have made it clear that we in[e! E} keep
the present exemptions for children and low-income
families.

Mr. Dobson: May I remind the Secretary of State that
this matter arises because of anxiety about the high cost
of frames produced privately and supplied outside the
National Health Service? Therefore, why has the Secretary
of State announced the abolition of NHS supplies of
frames and lenses, which are already the cheapest on the
market? What is the average cost of a pair of NHS glasses,
and the average cost of a pair of privately supplied glasses,
with privately produced frames and lenses? If the right
hon. Gentleman is so confident of the private sector’s
price-cutting abilities, why will he not allow the NHS to
continue to provide glasses so that it can compete? s it that
his friends in the industry are frightened of competition
from the NHS? : X

Mr. Fowler: The hon. Gentleman’s first question was
rather more impressive than his summing-up question. He
must be aware that the DHSS does not produce frames and
lenses. They are produced, under contract, by the private
sector. As we have announced a change in advertising and
the end of the dispensing monopoly, that clearly has
implications for the general ophthalmic service. I do not
believe that it is reasonable to continue in the way that we
have in the past and ignore the fact that these changes will
take place. i

There is no way in which I can give the hon. Gentleman
the average cost figure, for the good reason that there are
so many differences— [Interruption.] Labour Members
may laugh, but there are many differences in prescriptions.
The DHSS is involved in the design of National Health
Service glasses. It may be the hon. Gentleman’s vision of
the brave new world, but | am bound to tell him that I am
not sure that a Government Department is the best body
to be involved in the cosmetic design of spectacles. I
believe that competition will bring the prices down, and
I think that the hon. Gentleman will see that.

NORTHERN IRELAND COMMITTEE
] !
Ordered,

That mattersfarising from the Energy Discussion Document

epartment of Ecor}_é’mic Development in July

issued by th }
1atters relating exclugively to Northern Ireland, be

1983, bein
referred t
Thompsc

ouse [ shall put
together the Ques otions relating to
statutory instrume

Ordered,

That the draft Pneumoconiosis etf. (Workers’ Compensation)
(Payment of Claims) (AmendmentyRegulations 1983 be referred
to a Standing Committee on Staplitory Instruments, &c.

That the Education (Approval of Special Schools)
Regulations 1983 (S.I., 1983, No. 1499) be referred to a
Standing Committee on Statutory Instruments, &c.

That the British Gas Corporation (Transfer of Shares of
Subsidiaries) (No. 2) Order 1983 (S.1., 1983, No. 1667) be
referred to a Standing Committee on Statutory Instruments,
&c.—[Mr. Donald Thompson.]
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. STATEMENT - OPTICIANS AND COMPETITION: MONDAY 28 NOVEMBER 1983

With permission, I will make a statement on opticians and competition
following the report of the Office of Fair Trading published earlier
this year,

At the end of 1981, the Office of Fair Trading was asked to report on
the effects of the 1958 Opticians Act upon competition in the supply
of opticlans services. They found that the requ1réments imposed
under that Act led to restricted competition and resulted in
unnecessarily high prices. In particular the Office of Fair Trading
criticised the rules limiting opticians’ advertising and the monopoly
on the supply of glasses granted to opticians and doctors. The
Government accepts these conclusions, and believes that the interests
of consumers would be better served by acting upon the OFT report.
Accordingly, the Government intends to bring forward legislation to
deal with two main areas.

Firstly, we propose to take action-on advertising., At present, the
rules made by the General Optical Council allow no general advertising
of the prices of glasses or advertising on such matters as the speed
of service. This handicaps the consumer who wishes to get the best
value for money and also holds back the optician who can provide a
better deal or wider choice. The General Optical Council did review
their rules in the light of the report by the Office of Falr Trading,
but the changes they proposed came nowhere near to those needed.
Legislation will therefore be introduced to enable the rules opefoted
by the General Optical Council to be amended to allow freer
advertising. These powers will be used carefully. In particular,
we will draw a distinction between the professional function of
sight-testing and the commercial activity of selling glasses. The
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aim will be to ensure that the public are provided with more
information about the prices of glasses.

Secondly, we propose to take action on the monopoly to dispense and
sell glasses. There 1s still a need for public protection in
certain areas such as dispensing to children or fitting of contact
lenses.  However, all laws which create a monopoly have to be
examined to see whether, under the cloak of public protection, there
is not simply too much protection for the seller. We have
concluded that this is the case with opticians. The legislation
which the Government will be introducing will therefore allow
non-opticlians to sell glasses under carefully prescribed conditions,
The conditions lald down will ensure that no risks are taken with
people’s sight. All sales will have to be made against a recent
prescription, following a sight-test by an appropriately qualified
optician or doctor, and no-one other than a qualified optician or
doctor will be able to sell glasses for children or to fit contact
lenses. It 1s our Intention to maintain the present arrangement
for the registration of qualified opticians and the public will
therefore be able to make a choice between the services of a
registered opticlan and those of other competitors.

The action I have announced on advertising and the end of the

dispensing monopoly will, I believe, bring down the'price of glasses.

This will have an effect on the General Opthalmic Service. First, it
provides free sight-tests by elther an ophthalmic optician or a |
specially qualified doctor. We intend .to continue this arrangement,
Second, 1t provides a range of frames and lenses free to children and
families on low Incomes. This free provision will also continue,
But other people who currently buy NHS glasses will in the future be
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able to obtain a wider selection of non-NHS glasses at reasonable
prices. Although the NHS will continue to provide free sight-tests

and to supply glasses to the present exempt aroups, there will no
longer be any need for the general supply of NHS glasses. The
legislation I will shortly be introducing will give effect to this,

Mr Speaker, my right hon Friends, the Secretaries of State for
Scotland and Northern Ireland, will also be bringing forward
proposals to give effect to these changes.

We believe that the changes I have announced will enable greater
competition to take place; will provide greater choice; and above
all will have the effect of bringing down the prices of glasses for
the public.




OPTICAL SERVICES: QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

When will NHS glasses stop being available?

The duty to supply appliances will cease on 31 March 1985. However
it is quite likely that opticians will continue to stock them if they

are wanted, but they will then be privately supplied.

Will the public have to pay more for their glasses?

It is not possible to give a firm prediction. We will no longer be
subsidising glasses as we do now. However, we will have improved

competition amongst opticians and this will have an effect.

How much are glasses subsidised at present?

The average subsidy is just under £5.

What about those with the poorest sight?

We do subsidise these the most at present. However, if they are
really needy ie get them free at present they will continue to do so.
Those not in need will have to make provision to buy their glasses.
This is not an everyday outlay - perhaps only every two years.,

They can make prudent provision.

Will the full range of NHS frames and lenses still be available to

thoee who will get their glasses free?

This is our intention. Like now, those who want a frame other than the

cheapest will have to pay the extra.
Will unqualified persons be allowed to dispense glasses to those on low
incomeson behalf of the NHS?

Current legislation does not allow this. We will be_considering this point
when we legislate.




Is advertising compatible with a health care profession?

We draw a distinction between the thoroughly professional activity of
testing sight and prescribing glasses and the commercial function of
selling glasses. Our proposals will enable the rules on advertising

to observe this distinction.

If opticians can advertise why not other health care professions?
Each profession has its unique characteristics. This solution is best

for opticians, because of the way in which informative advertising will

help bring down prices of the goods they sell.

MONOPOLY

Is it really safe for unqualified people to meddle with the public's

sight.

The really important aspect of optics is the sight test and prescription
for glasses. This will remain entirely in the hands of doctors or
ophthalmic opticians. What we are intending is that unqualified persons
will be able to sell glasses to adults which meet the need of that

prescription.

Is it safe to let ungualified people dispense glasses. Only qualified

people can dispense drugs.

There is no harm to the eyes of adults from wearing the wrong glasses.

The wrong drugs might kill.

What about contact lenses?

These can damage eyes if wrongly fitted. We will continue to limit

contact lens fitting to qualified staff.




Why will unqualified people be cheaper?

because they will have to be if they are to attract customers

from qualified opticians

they will employ less well trained staff eg more akin in cost to

retailing in general

we expect a lot of the selling to take place in big stores

where overheads can be spread across a wide span of activities.

Will these changes drive the small optician out of business especially

in rural areas?

Not necessarily. Many people will still want to use the services
of qualified people. The need for optical services is not an everyday

one. There really is not the need for an optician on every street

corner. Patients visit opticians for the most part every 2 years

or so and a longer trip will not be that onerous.

Will the loss of small opticians not hit the elderly hardest?

Even the elderly have an infrequent need for optical services.
Perhaps competition will be an incentive to some to offer a special
service to such customers.

Will unqualified staff be able to call themselves opticians?

No. The title will remain protected so that the public will have a

clear choice between the qualified and unqualified person.




Is this not the first step towards dismantling the NHS?

No. Firstly we are not withdrawing from the important health function
of testing sight. This will still be provided free. As far as supply
of glasses is concerned most people are already paying nearly all the
cost. Providing we can be sure that there will be a supply of
reasonably priced glasses available to the public there is no need for
the Government to actually provide them. We can use the money saved

much more productively elsewhere in the NHS.

Are you intending similar action on dentists or drugs?

No. This change has come from our regular review of services in a

constant search for better ways of delivering health care. This

solution is tailored to the special nature of optical services.

ADVERTISING

How will advertising lower prices, the customer has to pay for

adverts in the end?

Advertising will help in 3 main ways:

the consumer will be able to choose the optician giving best
value for money. At present consumers can pay as much as

£50 more for the same prescription at different opticians

advertising will help the optician seeking to expand through
offering a cheaper or quicker service. At present it is hard

for the optician offering better value to let people know

Adveritising will help new keener opticians who want to
start up on their own. It is at present hard for them to tell

the public what they offer that existing opticians don't.

The costs incurred in advertising will be spread over the larger turnover

that the value for money practices will attract.




Will not the wrong glasses cause accidents?

It is wrong to assume that uncualified people will make mistakes.
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They will be anxious to have repeat business. There is no evidence

to suggest that wrong glasses - not detectable by the wearer - would

cause accidents. If they are that bad the user will know.







