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AGE - the European Older People's Platform is a European network of organisations of people aged 50+ directly representing over 25 million older people in Europe. AGE aims to voice and promote the interests of the 150 million inhabitants aged 50+ in the European Union and to raise awareness of the issues that concern them most.

1. Introduction

Firstly as an older person I believe the increased life expectancy and improved health overall of older people is something we should celebrate, but as with all good things it brings with it some problems.  There is no doubt good applications of Information Communication Technology (ICT) removes many of the obstacles that prevent older people from participating in the economy and the wider society.  Older people accept, as there are increasing numbers of us, we have to contribute more and for longer. 
If we are to contribute by our inclusion then we can only do so effectively by understanding and being part of expanding ICT.

2. How is this to be achieved?
“The internet is becoming the Town Square for the global village of tomorrow”   so says Bill Gates founder of Microsoft.  That may be true but the global village of tomorrow is a long way from the actual “Homeplace” of to-days older people. Many older people are disinterested and do not want to know anyway.
Of course the changing world being delivered by new technology offers significant opportunities for tackling the problems faced by older people.  From home delivery for housebound older people through to potential improvements in transport information systems and to easier delivery of single access points for services for older people.  But how do we persuade persons who are wary, for whatever reason, to accept/embrace modern technology and recognise these benefits?
Around 50% of the older population rely on television as their main form of company and it clearly plays an important role in the lives of many older people.  Digital Television can already deliver a wide range of services for older people from the opportunity to book medical appointments or do repeat prescriptions through to crime prevention initiatives.

If we want to get older people involved in new technology we have to make it something they feel comfortable with.  So Digital TV is the way forward and by that means so can the older, nervous and suspicious person be moved towards technical awareness and then on to full internet accessibility.
       3.  Why is it so important?

It is important because seven in ten over 65’s have never used the internet and because lack of access to the web is disadvantaging older people intellectually and economically; because they are losing opportunities to shop around.  Many companies from Insurance to household goods offer discount if one buys through the web which again excludes and disadvantages those not web connected.
Technology is important also because it holds the key that unlocks the door to comfort and an improved environment.  More so of course because more of us are living longer and that increases the risk of reaching the age of diminishing abilities.  It is exacerbated by the increased tendency for people to live alone because of shrinking family networks – no longer do families congregate in one locality and sadly there are bigger gaps between the prosperous and the impoverished.

As always the balance is difficult.  Only by having simple technology available can we hope to service the needs of an older generation that will live longer, have longer periods of life free from chronic illness but faced by that very physical healthy longevity the increased chance of dementia.

So with dementia in mind what are the challenges to help us stave that off?  I spend now more time looking for things than I do using them!  I’m only a child of 74!  We need to keep healthy and active physically and mentally to give inclusion and combat forgetfulness.  

4. What needs to be done practically?
The first action is to ensure the problems are understood and researched and to do that we have to be happy with and sure of our statistical information.  All older people should be included but Eurostat deal only with persons between 16 and 74.  So next year I become invisible.  Such a statistical base gives out all the wrong messages.

That said what else needs doing.  Well when you are older you learn less quickly and are fearful of procedures that are unknown to you and look complicated.  So firstly among all the cleverness of technology you must give us “Sufficient Training” and at the same time keep as much as possible “Simple” and “Standardised”

The need for simplicity and standardisation cannot be overstated in importance.  If manufacturers can produce equipment economically they will do so because that is the business ethic.  No problems with that as a statement.  However, how can we ensure that in pursuit of profit there is no loss of standardisation and simplicity?  Self regulation I am not in favour of.
The use of the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) as a way forward to me is simply paying “lip service” to the problem.  A MOU even if it is possible to get providers to agree one is I believe merely an informal document or record that serves as a basis of a future contract (or agreement).  It is a bit more than a “handshake”.  The idea that one should produce a specification which says something shall be done and then another item within the specification says should be done fills me with doubts.  Whenever it is difficult for the manufacturers “should” appears and on the few agreed items, like height and type of packing then “shall” appears.  Mere lip service I say to the problem and will lead to a multiplicity of designs and confusion for older people. 
Having sounded the notes of caution please do not think I do not appreciate that more sophisticated equipment provides society with opportunities in the area of assistive devices. Better hearing aids, bedroom technology, nursing beds and lifts, other appliances and smart housing all of which again increase the benefits to older people.

The challenge within the EU as I am sure you realise is how we overcome the huge differences in health status, in income and education levels. Those differences exist within a member state and indeed between different states.  There is always going to be rich and poor and affordability is the key.  So it is essential money is made available for training and for financial incentives to persuade older people of the value of e-Inclusion to say nothing of finance for the technology itself.
Technology that allows older people to keep in touch with their relatives and friends over long distances and in communication with doctors, hospitals, police and other services is again of obvious benefit.  However yet again care has to be taken to ensure e-Inclusion does not become e-Intrusion.

5. The Possible Downsides
There are moral and ethical considerations but there is a great appetite among technology providers to use assistive technology to deliver care or ‘solve the problem’ of increasing numbers of older people with dementia living in their own homes, rather than in care homes or other institutional settings. This, however, creates a challenge in terms of society’s desire to protect as opposed to the individual’s right to independence, most starkly illustrated by the question of whether people with dementia should be tagged electronically to monitor their movements. The technology which allows the “Big Brother” approach can be intrusive and “Consent before you become too ill” is again open to question.  There is a very fine line between technology that promotes independence and technology that threatens individual liberty. The question of risk, as well as the need to respect human rights, must be a key consideration. 

Loneliness and isolation is a burden many older people bare and care has to be taken to avoid net usage in itself leading to a dependency upon virtual reality increasing that isolation instead of getting out into the community with a Freedom Travel Pass.  Conversely as I previously illustrated, carers relying on technology as a monitoring agent instead of human contact can also create isolation for the older person.

Again always it must be remembered older people are a vulnerable section of society and there is a fear they could be preyed upon by the unscrupulous.

But whilst AGE sounds these warnings and is concerned about these issues AGE is not foolishly resistant to change.
6. The contribution AGE can and does make
AGE is willing to be part of Stakeholder Groups or Expert Participation Groups and can call upon a variety of knowledgeable and experienced people.  AGE believes also it is important to work alongside younger people to share opinions and views
It is important to be part of schemes that are moving the community forward.  I personally favour the smaller groups of experts for analysis and research time frames and action plans can evolve.  
Meaningful participation is important and for this reason AGE is involved in a number of projects AALIANCE (started January), in OASIS (started February), DREAMING (started in May) and MEDIATE (Starting in September). For more details on these projects please visit the AGE website (www.age-platform.org or contact isabel.borges@age-platform.org) 
7.  Conclusion /Recommendations
· Training is essential and money is needed for that training.  
· Equipment needs to be as simple as possible to avoid the additional confusion. 
· Ensure older people have a basic digital TV as that is the route to their e-Inclusion and the Internet.
· Give free local travel by Train, Bus, Tram and Metro so people can be included physically and easily in the community and continue their e-experience in Library and internet café – Civic communities to provide amenities.

· Coming from an Englishman this may come as a surprise but I believe we want more Legislation, and more Regulation to prevent the provision of cheap solutions which will mean older people will suffer as a result.

There needs to be a realisation that for older people to have e-Inclusion the whole of Society benefits not just older people.

Thank you very much for your attention 
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