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What do we mean by  
D/deaf and D/deafblind?

Throughout this report, the word Deaf 
(with a capital D) is used to denote 

individuals whose first language is British 
Sign Language (BSL), whilst the term  

D/deaf – now widely recognised by care 
service professionals – refers to everyone 
with a hearing loss: Deaf, deaf, deafened 

and hard-of-hearing. 

D/deafblind people are recognised as 
having a unique disability but the D/deaf 

distinction remains relevant in identifying 
whether individuals choose BSL or spoken 

language as their preferred method of 
communication. 
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Making a difference – that’s 
what the DSN team does 
best, and we are proud of the 
difference we have made to the 
quality of life of thousands of 
service users and their families 
since we were founded in 1976. 
Everyone at DSN is driven by the needs of 
our community, to continuously improve 
what we do and develop innovative ways 
to deliver better outcomes for the people 
we serve. 
This person-centred approach, focused 
on improving equality of access, life 
experiences and opportunities informs 
everything we do. 
This commitment defines us, and  
will continue to inspire us to deliver  
a better future. 

DSN
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EXECUTIVE, SUPPORTED LIVING / DEAF COMMUNITY MICHELLE SIMPSON 

Ben Colman 
DSN Chair of Trustees
It is an honour and a 
pleasure to share our 
latest “Insight” with you, 
highlighting the tremendous 
work and amazing contributions 
from all the team at DSN.
2020 will, without doubt, prove to be one of the most challenging 
years in our 40+ year history.  The impact that the COVID-19 
pandemic has had on everyone’s lives will live in the memory for a 
very long time.  A huge amount of credit must go to Michelle, Gill 
and the rest of the team at DSN for their tremendous commitment 
and dedication, ensuring that DSN delivers services of the highest 
quality during these unprecedented times.  

DSN has continually provided vital care and advice through its 
Supporting Living services while also expanding its reach into new 
areas and to new users.  And all at a time when we have been 
without our CEO following the resignation of Bob Birchall in March 
after 8 years at DSN.

Looking forward, we were delighted to welcome Mark Lunney 
as our new CEO.  Under Mark’s leadership, we are excited about 
the future for DSN at the forefront of developing dual sensory 
service provision, Supported Living, Communication and Training 
services and internationally recognised research into Deafness and 
dementia.

DSN is a fantastic charity that makes a sustainable difference to 
our community; and it is the amazing support that DSN gets from 
all of you in that community that makes it so worthwhile.

Thank you!

In March 2020, we 
saw the departure of 
our longstanding Chief 
Executive Bob Birchall, who 
has been at the helm of the 
organisation for 8 years. 
Bob’s leadership and knowledge has 
helped transform DSN into the multi-
regional, highly renowned charity it is today and from everyone at 
DSN, we would like to thank Bob for his service.  

Despite lockdown, DSN recruited a new Chief Executive...

Mark Lunney 
DSN Chief Executive
Joining an organisation 
such as DSN, with such 
innovation, immense 
reputation and respect, was 
for me a very easy choice. 
It’s clear from the amazing work 
and research done in the past 
that sensory loss continues to present society with constant 
challenges to overcome. DSN offers immense potential to find 
new solutions firmly founded by service users themselves.  

I am really proud to be joining you all as your new CEO, so I 
can be part of such a promising future ahead.  As we near the 
conclusions of “Towards 2022” the next 5 years aspirations can 
create dreams and change lives.  

It’s truly exciting times and I look forward to working with you all, 
simply because passion can often be infectious.
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This year we launched a new branch of Youth Vibe in Crewe and 
Chester Youth Vibe continued to grow and develop with a vibrant 
group of Young Leaders planning and supporting staff to deliver a 
range of activities for the younger children.
Our Young Leaders and Duke of Edinburgh’s programme 
continues to develop with nine Young Leaders achieving 
their Bronze this year. In November 2019 we received 
great recognition of our success by being shortlisted for 
a National Youth Charity of the Year Award.

Throughout 2019-20 our Young Leaders have delivered 
15 workshops and were part of 11 community events 
all aiming to raise Deaf Awareness across Cheshire. In 
total they had direct impact with 856 members of 
the public. Services and communities that they 
engaged with included ITV Granada Reports, 
The Storyhouse in Chester, NHS, Crewe 
Pride, and lots more. 

It’s been a busy year for DSN’s YOUTH VIBE!



Artwork by Stepping Stones 
deaf/blind resident Minerva was 
completed by the established artist 
during isolation in lockdown.

Dylan Rixon, 24, from Buckley North Wales became a COVID-19 hero 
alongside our wonderful staff at Stepping Stones in 2020. Despite 
being left with a low immune system from a childhood illness, Dylan 
continued to travel the distance to Northwich each day and soon 
realised his journey could be potentially harmful to him and residents: 
“I remember my Father having a talk to me saying life as you know it 
will start to change.” And it did. Dylan took the brave step to move in at 
Stepping Stones during the pandemic, spending almost four months and his 
birthday in the supported living setting.

My time spent at Stepping Stones is one I’ll cherish forever. Not only did I get to see the 
tenants everyday but got to understand them more as a person and the communication 
and compassion for one another grew. Everyone at DSN Supported Living Services 
pulled together tremendously well.

We were prepared for the worse however we had no cases in our four homes, which is 
testament to the Team who implemented strict guidelines earlier than announced  
by the Government. I could not have done this without the help of Laura Jones  
(Supported Living, Senior officer) - thank you for taking me under your wing!

LIFE IN LOCKDOWN LIFE IN LOCKDOWN LIFE IN LOCKDOWN LIFE IN LOCKDOWN

Light Relief Dylan’s Story

During  
Shutdown
With many young people 
stuck indoors during lockdown  
and away from their friends, the community of Youth Vibe 
could have been impacted but thanks to platforms such as 
Zoom, the group still held virtual meet ups. 

The group also participated in Festival@Home curated by 
Museums Cheshire, where they created a BSL alphabet 
video which was shared with thousands of people in 
August during the school summer holiday.RA

IS
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P
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Whilst on lockdown and shielding for three months, vital support from community groups 
and face-to-face meet-ups, like You, Me and Tea cafes, organised by DSN, were forced to 
be suspended.

To help bridge the lockdown gap, the innovative team at DSN, led by Dr Jenna Wallace, 
created Wellbeing Packs which are now being distributed to the You Me and Tea 
members throughout Cheshire and North Wales.

The bi-weekly packs have included colouring pencils and colouring templates for 
relaxation and some stimulating brain training activities such as crosswords, word 
searches, mazes and spot the difference.

I’m Hear clients were given a 
much-needed boost to help to work 
with the DSN team thanks to the donation 
from BBC’s Big Night In, which enabled Pam 
Craige and her team to purchase a number 
of iPads for families to use for their sessions 
throughout the isolation period.

Dr Jenna Wallace launched research during the start of the 
pandemic into the effects on people with hearing loss over the 
age of 70 who are deemed as selectively disadvantaged as a 
result of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Preliminary results of the surveys we released  
during lockdown have shown that hearing loss is  
associated with increased rates of depression, anxiety  
and cognitive dysfunction during the pandemic which  
is further associated with increased rates of loneliness  
rather than social isolation.

LIFE IN LOCKDOWN LIFE IN LOCKDOWN

A Lifeline for isolated in lockdown

Launching up to the minute research

...were provided to DSN’s most vulnerable older 
service users during lockdown.
The tablet technology enabled users to stay in touch with 
both DSN as a service provider using BSL, plus their family 
and friends via WhatsApp, Zoom and Facebook, as well as 
being able to contact pharmacists for medication and contact 
doctors and/or emergency service staff via video call.  
“We are so grateful to Cheshire West and Chester Council 
for granting us this bid - the tablets have proved a real 
boost for those in isolation and helped with users mental 
health too.” Said Gill Reeder Operations Executive DSN.

Technology 
Boost For 
Isolated

3months 
internet

20
tablets



An Interpreters Journey
By Akebe Pursell Watterson

So it had come down to this, I was in a 
conference room full of professionals, it had just 
been announced that it was being streamed live, 
and I was the only Interpreter, no preparation as  
I was filling in for a cancellation. 
I sat there for a moment thinking back to all my years in training 
and thinking how my manager had said before I left, ‘don’t 
worry Keebs you will do brilliant’. I thought my colleagues and 
manager had faith in me, so why doubt myself? I then put the 
doubt to one side and it started and before I knew it people 
were congratulating me on doing a fantastic job. It wasn’t about 
me, I was the Interpreter, but still I felt amazing and felt such an 
achievement. 

Roll back two years before, I had found out I had been accepted 
to work at DSN as a trainee Interpreter/PCA (Personal 
Communication Assistant). Everything I had been working 
towards over the past seven years had come together and luckily 
everyone was so wonderful, all helpful; always there to ask 
questions and support me. I had fitted right in, I was happy and 
excited to see the people I had grown to see as my work family. 
Before I knew it, I had my trainee Interpreter badge and a year 
later it happened; I passed my course  
and was a fully qualified Interpreter!

If I had chose to become a freelance  
Interpreter, I know I would not have pushed  
myself, not challenged myself and would not  
be the Interpreter I am today. But working  
for DSN has given me confidence and  
knowledge that I never thought I  
would have. Now here I am, a fully  
qualified Sign Language Interpreter  
that has worked for DSN for three  
and half years, one of the best  
decisions I have ever made. 
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With COVID-19 stopping fundraising in its  
tracks at DSN, we are already gearing up for 2021  
with lots of new events and activities planned. 
In 2020, we were kindly supported by the team at TSB Eastgate Row 
Chester, who raised money through a ‘Buy a Book’ initiative, raffles and 
one member even took to a zip wire to raise funds despite being petrified 
of heights! 

Students from the University of Chester hosted  
a Harmony event at Hoole Community  
Centre which raised £470.13 for DSN. 

A special donation of £200 was given  
by W.Williams & Sons Funeral Directors  
in Little Sutton, specifically to help  
DSN’s plight to offer an Interpreter  
free of charge to those  
mourners with a hearing loss.

Putting the
back into

‘fun’
fundraising
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Years of service to DSN
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DSN initiative INCUS is a research-
led accreditation programme 
which enables commissioners 
and care providers across various 
settings to demonstrate, measure 
and celebrate their commitment to 
sensory inclusion.
The 2017 Care England report estimated that 
400,000 people in England were living in care, 
and at least 75% of those currently in care 
will have a hearing impairment, 50% a visual 
impairment and over 70% will have some form 
of cognitive impairment.

Financial and staffing pressures coupled with 
an emphasis on the provision of nursing care 
has led to the needs of this growing sector 
being underserviced and often overlooked.    

As sensory impairments may cause difficulties 
with communication, access to information 
and activities of daily living; DSN’s INCUS aims 
to provide practical help, advice and specialist 
support to foster independence and prevent or 
reduce loneliness and isolation.

Whilst the INCUS programme has been 
worked upon in 2020, its official launch date 
has now been put back to 2021 following 
the restrictions set upon the project by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. We look forward to 
initiating the scheme when it is safe and 
appropriate to do so. All updates will be found 
on our website www.dsnonline.co.uk.

DSN Operations Executive Gill Reeder has been hailed as an ‘inspiration’ 
by colleagues for her dedication and passion to promote awareness of 
deafness and break down barriers for those living with a hearing loss 
during her extensive and successful career here.

An Update

Gill began her working life in 1975 as 
an admin asst. Then in 1976 when the 
Organisation was known as Cheshire Society 
for the Deaf she began her Social Care career 
– she studied at Wrexham College and The 
Open University, mastering her skills as a 
Social Worker.

Linda Gill, who has worked with Gill for 
37 years at DSN added: “Gill has super 
organisational skills and for many years 
arranged annual holidays for a party of 
30+ Deaf and Deafblind people. We went 
to some great seaside resorts around the 
country and had a fantastic time.”

Despite the lighter parts of her role at DSN, 
Gill has also been fundamental in changing 
and developing the rights and access to 
support which was historically limited for 
D/deaf people. Through her work she has 
helped to promote diversity and equality for 
clients.

Linda added: “She is excellent at Networking 
and Developing Partnerships, for example 
with Cheshire Fire and Rescue, Cheshire 
Police, Brightlife and many more.”

In recent years Gill has spearheaded the 
launch of DSN’ Positive Hearing enterprise 
and she has also helped to acquire DSN’s 
very own research alongside University of 
Manchester. As well as roles on various 
boards such as Countess of Chester Hospital 

Diversity and Equality panel, she also recently 
worked on creating a new website for DSN 
and a new App.

As Operations Executive, Gill oversee’s DSN’s 
work with local authorities in Cheshire and 
North Wales plus a variety of projects and 
initiatives.

Linda added: “Gill has been a constant 
support, inspirational and hard-working and 
most importantly 
she’s made my 
job enjoyable. It 
is a privilege 
to work with 
her.”

Gill celebrated 
the event with 
the leadership 
team at the 
Northwich office 
with cake, lunch and 
balloons.
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We completed our brand new 
website in Spring 2020, making the 
platform much more user friendly 
and accessible to all, with variants 
for those using BSL and with vision 
impairments.
We are proud to see the second year of success 
for our App, which is being used by clients to 
book appointments and for us to handily share 
news with clients from their mobiles. With skills 
training in video editing for Youth Vibe, we have 
also seen a number of high quality films from the 
group - showing the vibrancy in moving image!

We have been working on the development of International Practice 
Recommendations for the Recognition and Management of Hearing, 
Vision and Cognitive impairment, which have now been submitted for 
publication. 
March 2020 saw an extension to DSN fellowship at the University of Manchester, with aims 
to investigate the mechanism linking hearing loss and Alzheimer’s disease (AD). We hoped 
to recruit participants in the very early stages of AD and by using complex hearing tests 
which show how the brain responds to different sounds, whether we can identify a specific 
pattern to help us to understand who is at risk of developing AD. 

This would allow us to identify how hearing loss and  
dementia are linked, and whether there  
are any auditory biomarkers of AD.  
The plans for this work were put  
on hold due to COVID but we  
hope to launch this research  
project in 2021 when  
face-to-face research  
restrictions have  
been lifted.

DSN’s Annual 
Conference 2021
Crowne Plaza Chester | 10am-4pm

Save the date

   A new 
Digital Direction

Research Summary

12
MAY
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BALANCE SHEET

 2020 
 £ 
Fixed Assets 
Tangible assets 1,106,375 
Fixed asset investment 2,396,631 
Intangible assets  
 3,503,006

Current Assets 
Debtors 299,699 
Bank and cash balances 197,415 
 497,114

Liabilities 
Amounts falling due within one year (232,747) 
Net current assets 264,367

Long Term Liabilities 
Amounts falling due after one year  0 
Defined benefit pension scheme liability (450,000)

Total assets less current liabilities 3,317,373

Capital and Reserves 
Unrestricted Income Funds 2,614,928 
Pension Reserve (450,000) 
Revaluation Reserve 396,631 
Designated Funds 500,000 
Restricted Income Funds 255,814

 3,317,373

For the year ended  
31st March 2020

The above information is a 
condensed summary of our 
financial activities. Full copies of 
the audited accounts are available 
on request.

Financial accounting

Central & Premises

Supported Living

Social Care Services

Communication Services

Day Services

Other Services

Central & Premises

Supported Living

Social Care Services

Communication Services

Day Services

Other Services

Central & Premises

Supported Living

Social Care Services

Communication Services

Day Services

Other Services

Total income 2019/2020 £2,239,834 

Total staff costs 2019/2020 £1,545,523

Other expenditure 2019/2020 £901,564



Telephone: 0333 220 5050 
Textphone: 01606 350823 
dsn@dsnonline.co.uk 

www.dsnonline.co.uk

@Deafness-Support-Network 

@DSNonline 

Deafness Support Network
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