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MEDIA RELEASE

DEAFNESS FORUM AUSTRALIA CALLS ON FEDERAL
GOVERNMENT TO FUND COCHLEAR IMPLANT
UPGRADES FOR OVER-65S

As Australia marks International Cochlear Implant Day, Deafness Forum Australia is
calling on the Federal Government to urgently address a critical funding gap
affecting older Australians with cochlear implants.

While cochlear implant technology has transformed the lives of thousands of
Australians since its Australian-led breakthrough nearly 50 years ago, Deafness
Forum CEO, Rhonda Locke said people aged over 65 were currently excluded from
publicly funded sound processor upgrades, leaving many without functioning
equipment.

“Cochlear implants were pioneered right here in Australia in the 1960s, with the first
multichannel implant performed in 1978,” Ms Locke said.

“Today, an estimated 15,000 Australians rely on this life-changing technology. But if
you are over 65, there is no dedicated public funding pathway for essential sound
processor upgrades,” she said.

The internal implant remains functional long-term, but the external sound processor,
sometimes referred to as the speech processor, typically requires replacement
approximately every six years.

“The implant itself is fine. It’s the processor that needs updating. Think about how
much your phone has changed in six years. Technology evolves rapidly. For
someone who is profoundly deaf, these upgrades are not optional extras because
they are essential for safety, communication and connection.”

Modern sound processors allow users to connect to smartphones, alarms, doorbells
and assistive technologies, providing not only communication access but also
security and independence.

“For many Australians with cochlear implants, the ability to use a phone, connect to
home safety systems and communicate freely is extraordinary. Without upgrades,
that connection can be lost.”

An Arbitrary Age Cut-Off

Currently, Australians who received support through the Hearing Services Program
may find that once they turn 65, they are no longer eligible for funded sound
processor upgrades.
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“This is an arbitrary age barrier,” Ms Locke said. “At 65, you don’t suddenly stop
needing to communicate. In fact, connection to community becomes even more
critical.”

Research consistently links untreated hearing loss with increased risks of social
isolation, cognitive decline and dementia.

“We are living longer, and we want Australians to live well,” Ms Locke said. “Hearing
is fundamental to participation in family life, community life and healthcare. No one
should be cut off from sound because of their age.”

Lived Experience

Ms Locke also brings lived experience to the issue. Diagnosed more than 20 years
ago with Méniére’s disease, a chronic condition that causes hearing loss, tinnitus
and severe vertigo, she understands firsthand the impact of hearing deterioration.

“There is no cure for Méniére’s disease. It affects people differently, and hearing loss
can progress over time,” she said. “Like many Australians, | may need an implant in
the future. This campaign is about ensuring that if and when that happens, age does
not determine access to essential technology.”

Call to Action

Deafness Forum Australia is urging the Federal Government to establish a dedicated
public funding pathway for sound processor upgrades for Australians aged over 65
with cochlear implants.

“We are calling on the Government to fix this funding gap,” Ms Locke said. “No
Australian should be left disconnected because of an arbitrary age limit. This is about
fairness, dignity and the right to remain connected.”

A public petition has been launched calling for urgent reform. Sign the petition here.
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