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This newsletter is designed to keep those working on, and those interested in the CUSTODIAN project, informed of developments, workshops and any technological advances within the sphere of smart homes and intelligent buildings. Any contributions or suggestions will be gratefully received and should be sent to Claire Whitehead at the address overleaf. 

What is CUSTODIAN?

CUSTODIAN – Conceptualisation for User involvement in Specification and Tools Offering the Delivery of system Integration Around home Networks. 

The CUSTODIAN project was created to solve the problems thrown up by the modern day desire to provide independence and autonomy for disabled and older people. An important part of making this happen is enabling these individuals to remain in their own homes and therefore within their own communities. As things stand, however, everyday tasks present so many difficulties to the majority of older and disabled individuals that accomplishing them without assistance is virtually impossible. Until now, this has meant there is little option but to provide residential care or live-in carers for such people. The CUSTODIAN project therefore aims to target such areas of difficulty and remove them with the implementation of ‘smart’ technology.

The market for ‘smart’ technology is a relatively young one, and one which is at the moment, rather exclusive, with only expensive independent houses and large, affluent businesses being fitted with building automation networks. It is however, a growing market and whilst having an fairly high initial cost, the overall expenditure, if applied to the home care market, will be far less than that currently experienced. 

The basis of ‘smart’ technology is a home network (also termed home system, smart home, or intelligent home), which is a communications infrastructure within the home that enables different domestic electronic products to exchange information and work in an integrated fashion. So, for example, a house could be fitted with an occupancy sensor which can not only detect when there is movement when the house should be empty, therefore acting as a security system, but can also detect when there is no movement when the house is occupied, therefore providing peace of mind to the user that help will arrive if they fall and are unable to get up, or if they are ill and cannot get out of bed.

The end product of the CUSTODIAN project will be a software tool designed to ensure that the individual needs of the end user (the older or disabled person) are sensitively met in a way which reflects their social circumstance, care, medical and institutional needs and resource constraints. The use of the completed CUSTODIAN tool will involve a number of key stages. The first stage involves a consultation between the end user and the care provider and culminates in the creation of a ‘User Need Analysis Report,’ which documents the individual’s specific requirements. This report is then used by the CUSTODIAN tool to produce information such as spatial and network design, product specification and the cost of ‘smart’ systems, before these systems can then be placed in the home.

As well as developing a computer tool the CUSTODIAN project also aims to develop a Europe wide network of systems integrators, who will provide technical support throughout the specification, installation, commissioning and operation/maintenance of systems required by purchasers such as local authorities, community care providers and Housing Associations.

What is the product?

The CUSTODIAN tool integrates already existing technologies under a single framework to facilitate the graphical design and simulation of smart home networks. Smart home network designers and installers may use the tool to design, simulate and demonstrate systems to their clients. The tool efficiently introduces clients into the world of smart systems so that they can actively participate in the design and customisation of their own smart home.

The CUSTODIAN tool has been developed to run under VISIO2000; thus it incorporates features like easy drag and drop facilities, import of pictures and objects, architectural design and intuitive user interface. The tool comes with an online help facility and support will be offered through the official web site.

The tool enables a therapist (or related professional) to design and simulate a network of smart devices around a floor plan of the user’s home. Being user friendly, the knowledge required to operate the tool is kept to a minimum by generalising the properties of the devices, such that functional and descriptive information is all that is required, thus removing the complex tasks such as product ordering, installation management etc. A set of pre-programmed templates is also included in the Custodian package, enabling the procedure of creating a new smart homes network to be a relatively quick process. It is also intended that the tool be complemented with two further interfaces. The first of these interfaces enables further improvements in ease of use of the tool by the users. This is achieved by incorporating a range of common functional assessment techniques into a set of network creation wizards. The second interface is between the tool itself and the databases used by the intelligent buildings industry. The first of these industry standard databases to be interfaced to is the ETS standard in use by the European Intelligent Buildings Community.

Who is involved?

The organisations involved in the CUSTODIAN project are:

· The Scottish Centre for Environmental Design Research, Faculty of Design, Robert Gordon University, Aberdeen  

· Faculty of Engineering, University of Porto, Portugal.  

· Department of Cybernetics, University of Reading.  

· The Tayside Consortium, Ninewells Hospital, Dundee

· Edinvar Housing Association, Edinburgh. 

· EIBA, European Installation Bus Association, Brussels.  

Why is it needed?

It is now a well documented fact that the average age of the population is increasing, in fact, it is predicted that by the year 2020 over 25% of the European population will be over 60. This, coupled with the predicted increase in those registered as disabled, will have a dramatic effect on the political, social, cultural and perhaps most importantly economic aspects of society. Currently the UK Government alone spends millions of pounds on care for older and disabled people, a figure which is obviously set to increase given the predicted rise in numbers of these individuals.

This being the case leaders across the European Community are endeavouring to find a solution to the problem of high cost care. In the UK, for example, research has been done by The Royal Commission on the Long Term Care of the Elderly who looked at the question of how to provide for the needs of people in their old age, focussing mainly on the funding and arrangements for their care. 

The Commission made its report in 1999, and a number of their main findings are highly relevant to the CUSTODIAN project. Firstly the point that the majority of older people wish to remain in their own homes, despite any infirmities they may have, was reiterated by many of the groups represented (such as Age Concern and Help the Aged). It was pointed out that at the moment many people are pushed into Residential Care by their Local Authority simply because it is the cheapest option. Secondly it was suggested that new technologies can play an important role in helping older people to live independently at home or in supported accommodation. These are both ideas on which the CUSTODIAN project was originally founded, and which it can address in full. 

The whole basis of the project is the provision of independence to disabled and elderly people through the application of ‘smart’ technologies throughout the home. A consequence of utilising these technologies is the financial saving made. While there is a large initial outlay, the on-going operational and maintenance costs are far lower than that experienced by covering the continued placement of an individual in residential care. The CUSTODIAN software tool is, then, a highly appropriate addition to the Home Care market, and one which is desperately needed.

Progress Report

At present, the core functionality of the software tool has been implemented. Reviews of the tool at this stage have highlighted a small number of changes required to this functionality. The remaining steps to be completed on the tool itself are the completion of the user interface, including a full update of the "look and feel" of the tool and completion of relevant help and paper documentation. 

The two extra interfaces, discussed earlier, have not yet been fully implemented, although testing of them has begun. Once this testing is complete and any subsequent alterations made the project will be through to its final state. 

A further, important, area for the project consortium is the marketing and exploitation of the tool. The process of implementing arrangements for these tasks has recently been initiated.

The Future 
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Turning our minds to the future, what can we envision? Is it possible that older and disabled people could live in cost effective independent housing, and are no longer pushed into a care regime that they do not want? With the pace of technological advance being what it is, perhaps this will soon be the case. The CUSTODIAN tool and the smart technology it supports is at least a step in the right direction.
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