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E d i t o r i a l

A communication from the European 
Commission on demographic change 
shows that from now until 2030 the Euro-
pean Union (EU) will experience a deficit 
of 20.8 million (6.8%) people of working 
age. In 2030, roughly two able persons 
(aged 15-65) will be needed to take care 
of one inactive person aged 65 or older. 
Europe will then have 18 million fewer 
children and young people than today1.

A recent European Commission Commu-
nication concluded that it is possible to 
take up the challenge of the ageing popu-
lation if the right economic and techno-
logical conditions are created2. The report 
recognises the importance of new tech-
nologies in the labour market, produc-
tivity and economic growth, and cites 
the positive impact that information and 
communication technologies (ICT) can 
have in promoting demographic renewal 
in Europe, for instance, by contributing to 
the improvement of the work-life balance 
through flexible forms of work.

Research has shown that ageing initiatives 
need to meet social as well as economic 
challenges both at macro-economic (for 

instance, long-term sustainability of care 
systems), and micro-economic levels, 
such as new market opportunities.

Policy develoPment

This is a crucial moment for Europe to 
address the opportunities offered by the 
Information Society, while responding 
to the new challenges posed by demo-
graphic change. “The Information Society 
is moving from a ‘pilot phase’ to a ‘wide 
deployment’ as the ICT world becomes 
more mature and global. Since 2000, the 
ICT context has changed substantially, not 
only from a technological point of view, 
but also for economic players”3.

One of the three major objectives of the 
i2010 Information Society Initiative is an 
inclusive information society that provides 
high quality public services and promotes 
quality of life. In order to raise the visibility 
of these issues the Commission launched 
‘flagship’ ICT initiatives on key social 
challenges.

The first of the initiatives is “caring for peo-
ple in an ageing society addressing tech-
nologies for well-being, independent living 
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C h a n g i n g  E u r o p e

and health”. The objectives were well sup-
ported in the Riga Ministerial declaration 
signed in June 2006 by all European Mem-
ber States and other European countries4.

Design for All, also known as Universal 
Design5, plays a key role in the initiatives 
and is fully supported by the European 
Commission.

euroPean research and technology 
develoPment

The European Commission has supported 
Research and Technology Development 
(RTD) addressing the needs of people with 
disabilities and older persons as early as 
1991. Initially support was provided for 
mainly assistive devices addressing the 
multiple minor disabilities that come with 
age.

Later it addressed the development of 
mainstream technologies that would be 
usable and suitable for older people to fa-
cilitate their full and active participation in 
society6. In the 6th Framework programme 
of research, under the Information Society 
programme more than 100 million Euros 
have been devoted to projects in the eIn-
clusion area, to mainstream accessibility 
in consumer goods and services, including 
public services through applied research 
and development of advanced technolo-
gies. This will help ensure equal access, 
independent living and participation for 
all in the Information Society7.

Several calls addressed issues relevant to 
older persons and the Information Soci-
ety. The most recent call had two main 
foci, one on integrating advanced ICTs 
into working prototypes for assisted liv-
ing, and the second on ambient assisted 
living systems reference architectures that 
allow for seamless integration of devices, 
sub-systems and services, in short: good 
ICT infrastructures. Thirteen projects were 
selected that addressed care and remote 
services, daily living support, smart home 
environments and mobility related issues.

As more products and services are intro-
duced the problems of control integration 
become acute and standardisation and 
personalisation of interfaces in terms of 
style and function becomes a significant 
issue. A no less important component 
is security and safety of these services, 
whether it is for a home security control, 
alarm telephone services, social alarms, 
or bio-monitoring, all contribute greatly to 
allowing older persons to continue living 
safely in home environments.

Great technological advancements have 
been made in applications development, 
and new possibilities are opening up for 
the integration and convergence of a wide 
range of components from biosensors and 
data gathering and handling systems that 
deal with alarms and emergency situa-
tions, to integrative sub-systems in domes-
tic information settings using new digital 
television solutions. 

the 7th Framework

Current RTD opportunities have been an-
nounced in the 7th Research Framework 
programme (FP7) call for proposals. One 
of the six major objectives is enhancing 
the integration of the ICT technology pil-
lars (including nano-electronics, commu-
nication networks, mixed realities, etc.) 
into home environments and robotic sys-
tems to name only a few. A second objec-
tive concentrates applications research on 
areas that have direct societal relevance, 
supports business and industry and builds 
the public trust and confidence in the new 
technology. Here attention is devoted to 
RTD for ICT meeting societal challenges, 
such as integrating new technologies and 
initiatives in ambient assisted living. 

The first calls for proposals under ‘Chal-
lenge 7: ICT for independent living and 
inclusion’ addresses the key areas of ICT 
and ageing and accessible and inclusive 
ICT. It contains two lines of action: (i) in-
tegration of advanced ICT prototype solu-
tions for independence at home, in mobile 
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C h a n g i n g  E u r o p e

environments, or at work, and (ii) sharpen-
ing the focus on open systems reference 
architectures, standards and platforms for 
independent living and active ageing8.

In the FP7 programme launching of a new 
type of research initiative based on article 
169 of the Treaty that addresses research in 
ambient assisted living was presented. This 
initiative will join existing national tech-
nology and research funding programmes 
into a single common programme with 
additional European Community funding. 
This action creates a new framework for 
European cooperation, with translational 
activities managed at the member state 
level with common research content and 
structures. 

examPles oF Projects

Many projects have been developed and 
are ongoing; three exemplary projects 
concerning infrastructures are presented 
below.

ACTION
This project developed a user friendly 
home-based system accessible through 
the internet for older persons who need 
timely information and support from re-
mote professional caregivers. A system 
based on the results of this project is today 
operational in Sweden.

CASA
The CASA project developed and evalu-
ated a platform to provide services for 

older persons, based on home system 
technologies and links to service centres. 
The system is based on a TV interface and 
provides video communication between 
residents in their homes and a service su-
pervisor via a PC. A mainstream product 
based on the results of the project is avail-
able in Spain.

AAL
The objective of the ‘Ambient Assisted Liv-
ing’ specific support action is to prepare a 
framework of cooperation among Europe-
an member states (art.169 initiative) in us-
ing small and smart technologies for ambi-
ent assisted living. Ambient assisted living 
seeks the “prolongation of the time that 
people can live in a decent way in their 
own flat by increasing their autonomy and 
self-confidence, the discharge of monoto-
nous everyday activities, to monitor and 
care for the elderly or ill person, to en-
hance the security and to save resources”.

conclusion

The European Commission has supported 
the area of research of new technologies 
for older people and people with disabili-
ties for many years and will continue to 
do so, especially as this area gains impor-
tance because of demographic changes. 
In this context it is relevant that the Euro-
pean ICT policy initiatives related to age-
ing are shifting from a technology research 
focus towards a socio-economic impact 
perspective.

Acknowledgement
Disclaimer: The views expressed in this article 
are those of the author and do not necessar-
ily reflect the official European Commission’s 
view on the subject.

References
1. European Commission. Green paper on 

demographic change: Faced with de-
mographic change, a new solidarity be-
tween the generations. COM(2005) 94; 
http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/
news/2005/mar/comm2005-94_en.pdf; 
retrieved January 22, 2006 

2. European Commission. The demographic 
future of Europe - from challenge to 
opportunity. COM(2006) 0571; http://
ec.europa.eu/employment_social/news/

 2006/oct/demography_en.pdf; retrieved 
January 22, 2007

3. European Commission. i2010 - A Eu-
ropean Information Society for growth 
and employment. COM(2005) 229 final 
http://europa.eu.int/information_society/

 eeurope/i2010/introduction/index_
en.htm; retrieved January 23, 2007

4. Internet for all: EU ministers commit to 
an inclusive and barrier-free information 
society (Riga Ministerial declaration of 

G6(3)Editorial_1-Porrero-v1.indd127   127 10-7-2007   21:05:15



128

w
w

w
.g

e
ro

n
te

c
h

jo
u

rn
a

l.
n

e
t

Ju
ly

 2
0

0
7

, 
V

o
l 

6
, 

N
o

 3

C h a n g i n g  E u r o p e

June 12, 2006); http://europa.eu/rapid/
pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/06/

 769&format=PDF&aged=1&language=EN
&guiLanguage=en; retrieved January 22, 
2007

5. Whitney G, Keith S, editors. Universal 
Design. Gerontechnology 2006;5(3):125-
181

6. TIDE (Technology Initiative for Disabled 
and Elderly people, renamed in: Telemat-
ics for the Integration of Disabled and 
Elderly people); http://forum.europa.
eu.int/Public/irc/infso/e-inclusion/
library?l=/tidesarchive&vm=detailed&sb
=Title; retrieved January 22, 2007

7. eInclusion call for proposals of research 
under the IST program;

 http://cordis.europa.eu/ist/einclusion/; 
http://cordis.europa.eu/fp7/dc/index.cfm?

 fuseaction=UserSite.CooperationDetails
CallPage&call_id=11; retrieved Decem-
ber 22, 2006

8. Cordis. ICT - Information and Communi-
cation Technologies. http://cordis.europa.
eu/fp7/ict/; retrieved January 25, 2007

G6(3)Editorial_1-Porrero-v1.indd128   128 10-7-2007   21:05:15




