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___________________________________________________________________

INFORMATION ABOUT FITNESS TO PRACTISE INVESTIGATIONS

___________________________________________________________________

Who are the Council?

The General Optical Council are the body which regulates optometrists, dispensing opticians, student optometrists and dispensing opticians and corporate bodies in accordance with the Opticians Act 1989.

They have no power to deal with consumer complaints such as the cost of a service or of any spectacles or contact lenses provided.

The Council’s Investigation Committee are responsible for investigating allegations about the fitness of registered optometrists and dispensing opticians to practise, the fitness of student optometrists and dispensing opticians to undertake training and the fitness of corporate bodies to carry on business, in the United Kingdom.

The day to day work of the Investigation Committee is carried out by solicitors employed by the Council.

What allegations can the Investigation Committee investigate?

The Investigation Committee can investigate allegations about fitness where there is evidence of:

· misconduct

· deficient professional performance

· a caution or conviction in relation to a criminal offence

· adverse physical or mental health

· a finding of impaired fitness by another regulatory body in the United Kingdom

· (Scotland only) an absolute discharge or a specified statutory penalty

How will the Investigation Committee investigate allegations?

Forms for submitting allegations are available on request from the Council’s solicitors or can be downloaded from the Council’s website - www.optical.org.  These provide the solicitors with the details which they will need to gather evidence, including the existence of any relevant documents and the identity of any witnesses.  Each allegation is acknowledged upon receipt.

It may be necessary to obtain further information before the matter can proceed, such as permission for the release of clinical records held by an optometrist or dispensing optician, or by a hospital responsible for a patient’s care.  The permission must be signed personally - except where someone else is responsible for looking after the patient’s affairs under a power of attorney, for example, (in which case a copy of the power of attorney should be provided) or where the patient is a child.

Once the records have been obtained, the person against whom the allegation is made will then be sent details of the allegation and the evidence gathered (including clinical records) and invited to make representations.

Following this the person making the allegation will be contacted in order to prepare a witness statement. 

The Investigation Committee will then decide whether or not a public inquiry should be convened to consider the allegation before the Fitness to Practise Committee.  Where a public inquiry is to be held, witnesses will usually be required to attend in person to give evidence.

What can the Fitness to Practise Committee do if fitness is shown to be impaired?

If fitness is shown to be impaired, the Fitness to Practise Committee may:

· impose a financial penalty order of up to £50,000 (although in some cases this is limited to £1,600)

· impose an order for conditional registration of up to 3 years (this restricts the way in which a person can practise)

· suspend registration for up to 12 months (or in some cases indefinitely)

· erase registration

Other organisations

Concerns may also be pursued independently via the following organisations:

· Advertising Standards Authority (www.asa.org.uk)

regarding concerns about broadcast or non-broadcast advertising

· Local National Health Service bodies (www.nhs.uk)

regarding services funded by the National Health Service

· National Association of Citizens Advice Bureaux (www.nacab.org.uk)

regarding advice/assistance in relation to legal claims

· Optical Consumer Complaints Service (www.opticalcomplaints.co.uk)

regarding advice/assistance in relation to consumer complaints

· Trading Standards Service (www.tradingstandards.gov.uk or www.ts.org.uk)

regarding complaints relating to optical goods or services
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