
February 2019: New initiatives to develop assistive technology for chronic and
degenerative conditions, the Mobility Unlimited Challenge, help for hearing
impaired drivers and more
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Public policy, legislation and campaigns

Industrial strategy to combat chronic illness through
artificial intelligence
The government has unveiled plans to use artificial intelligence
and other technological innovations to transform prevention and
treatment of chronic illnesses over the next decade.

Britain and Japan join forces to develop new treatments
and assistive products for degenerative diseases
Medical researchers in Britain and Japan are to collaborate to
advance research into new treatments and technologies
designed to help people with degenerative diseases live longer
and healthier lives. The government-sponsored partnership will
include a competition for businesses to develop new assisted
living products employing artificial intelligence and robotics. 

London Mayoralty publishes new smart city plan
The London Mayoralty has launched a roadmap to make
London the ‘smartest city in the world’. Smarter London
Together will seek to coordinate the capital’s boroughs, public
services, universities and tech community to exploit the potential
of digital technology and data, including developing new
approaches to digital inclusion to support Londoners’ access to
public services.

Mobility Unlimited Challenge announces finalists
The Toyota Mobility Foundation and Nesta have announced the
five finalists of the three-year Mobility Unlimited Challenge that
aims to inject $4 million into technologies that improve the lives
of people with lower limb paralysis.

Technological developments and innovations

The Air Chair to offer disabled passengers easier access to
air travel
Two students from the United Arab Emirates have designed a
new type of wheelchair for air travel that would save disabled
passengers from having to transfer from one seat to another on
the aircraft.

Pillo launches smart medication dispenser
Health technology manufacturer Pillo have released a new
smart pill dispenser for medication to help older people and
those with long-term health conditions manage their intake.

Hyundai develops in-car driving aids for people with
hearing impairments

Useful Events

NAIDEX

Tuesday 26th -
Wednesday 27th March

Birmingham NEC

One of the UK’s largest
independent living
exhibitions, bringing
together consumers,
providers and other relevant
professionals.
Find out more

Assistive Technology
Exhibition and
Conference (ATEC)
2019

Thursday 28th March

Double Tree by Hilton
Hotel, Coventry

An annual conference
showcasing the role of
assistive technology in
removing the barriers to
learning and work.
Find out more
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assist systems aimed at people with hearing impairments.

Smart glove enables therapy through gaming
A South Korean company has created an internet of things-
connected smart glove designed to help people with wrist and
hand injuries heal quicker and easier. Neofect’s RAPAEL is
worn as patients play the video games designed to train hand
muscles while removing the tedium of undertaking repetitive
tasks.

Funding news

Barchester’s Charitable Foundation grants
Barchester’s Charitable Foundation helps older and disabled
people across England, Scotland and Wales to overcome social
isolation, promote people’s independence and mobility as well
as their general quality of life.

WXG 7 – Technology
for Good

Thursday 23rd May

The Electric Theatre,
Guildford

A conference exploring how
technology can be used to
make a positive difference
in society including through
accessibility, smart cities
and education.
Find out more

Closing comments from Clive

Smart cities must not reengineer disadvantage
Of the many ideas passed down by the ancient Greeks, the notion of the city as one of the great
organising building blocks of society seems most due a renaissance. Cities have always acted as
the seat of government, engines of commerce and cultural centres. Since industrialisation, the laws
of economics have shepherded ever-growing numbers out of the countryside and into urban areas.
By 2050, 68% of the world’s population is expected to live in cities. This accelerated urbanisation
not only brings new opportunities, but is also set to exacerbate some of the challenges facing the
planet’s municipalities such as congestion and overcrowding. 

Governments and industry are increasingly turning to technology for new tools that will help urban
leaders to manage these changes. The search for solutions is truly global, stretching from Seattle
to Singapore and tackling the spectrum of urban conundrums, from waste collection and carbon
emissions, to housing and healthcare. As highlighted in this month's dispATches; the Mayor of
London has launched the latest phase of Smarter London Together which aims to build on existing
data driven efforts to improve services.

Who’ll build this city?
The trend towards technology and data driven services is encapsulated by the term 'smart cities'; a
concept that has been in currency in the technology sector for over a decade, but is starting to take
shape in the real world. 

The explosion of big data generated largely from wireless technology, such as mobile phone
networks and the Global Positioning System (GPS) during the last decade, has underpinned a
revolution in city analytics. Combining data on people’s movements with other intelligence culled
from the public transportation network, road sensors, official surveys and social media creates a
treasure trove of information about residents’ daily activities. 

In theory, living in a city where everything is mediated by technologies designed to promote easier
and more practical lifestyles could be transformative for disabled and older people. Inclusive design
could produce re-imagined urban spaces and infrastructures that are open to entire groups of
people who were previously excluded due to discriminatory practices, ignorance and lack of know-
how.

There have been numerous initiatives aimed at steering smart cities in an inclusive direction. For
example, a project involving blind people explored how smart canes could be used to tap into the
latest street and traffic data to help users navigate the streets.  Last year, Melbourne ran a
competition aimed at fostering new innovations to make cities more accessible to disabled people.
Winning solutions included an app which accessed the city’s open data and broadcast updates to
disabled users via digital assistants on their smart devices.       

Taming the thingamajigs
However, translating these isolated schemes into more systematic schemes to embed the
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principles of accessibility and inclusive design throughout the fabric of cities will take a sustained
and concerted effort. Otherwise, smart cities will only entrench historical inequalities. In 2016, New
York City demonstrated the capacity of smart cities to exacerbate disability when the municipal
government installed LinkNYC terminals providing a variety of digital services throughout the city
without including instructions in alternative formats for blind and visually impaired people. It took a
lawsuit brought by the American Federation for the Blind to compel the city to update its systems.

Like much customer service technology found on our city streets already, smart city interfaces often
rely on devices such as touch screens and key fobs that are inaccessible to many disabled people.
In any case, moves to resolve these flaws seem trivial when swathes of people still can't access
public transport, or even make their way down certain pavements due to a lack of mobility
equipment and environmental adaptations.

Making sure smart cities work for everyone will take leadership. Unlike the planned city building
undertaken by many western governments during the twentieth century, the private sector is
leading the charge in the latest drive to remould the metropolis. Policymakers need to reclaim some
control over the process so that smart city technologies are properly aligned to the demands of
modern urban living. They also have a responsibility to ensure that residents have a role in shaping
their neighbourhoods. Without inclusive engagement, smart cities could have an ignominious
future.

Clive Gilbert
dispATches editor
LinkedIn - Twitter - Facebook
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