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Executive Update

Firms Working To Automate Everyday Functions For The Disabled

By Mark Mehler
Investor’s Business Daily

The days can be long for Skipp Fowler, a 23-year-
old Phoenix resident who suffered severe brain
injuries in an accident nine years ago.

Fowler cannot speak, is paralyzed on his right side and
has many of the mental skills of a six-year-old. He requires
24-hour nursing. Ask him how old he is, says his

grandmother, Betty McCall, and Fowler will indicate 14 —
his age when the accident occurred.

¥ Computers & Automation

However, notes McCall, Fowler’s days would be much
longer, if not intolerable, without a new computer technol-
ogy that enables him to play video games — “Wheel of
Fortune™ is among his favorites — operate a tew appliances
and communicate.

“The video games amuse him,” said McCall. “After ali, he
can only watch so many movies ... It may not seem like
much to you and me, but you just try to take away his
computer and see how he carries on.”

Fowler maintains control over his environment via a

personal computer equipped with hardware and software
from Safko International Inc.; a small Tempe, Ariz., firm
that is among the pioneers in the rapidly-emerging field of
“assistive technology.”

“This is still a garage industry,” noted president and
founder Lon Safko, whose company has sold about
$500,000 worth of equipment to hospitals and institutions
during its first six years as a research and development shop.

*But there are 43 million disabled people in this country,”
he said, “and that’s a potential market that no computer
company can afford to ignore for much longer.”

_ ‘Disability Solutions’

Safko’s key products are the Sensei seftware and server,
which use a camputer sereen to display pictures of common
household features like light switches, ceiling fans, doors,
TVsand telephones.

Those with use of their hands can manipulate a mouse to
point to the right picture, sending a signal through the home
electrical system to activate the specific appliance.

Quadriplegics can use a lightweight headphone-shaped
device to move the arrow on the screen, and then puff intoa
mouth tube to signal the computer to carry out the task.

Apple Computer Inc. has incorporated some functions of
the Sensei software in its Solutions Series of products for the
disabled. Those applications include control of 256 lamps

and appliances, TVs and stereos, and electronic hospital
beds; hands-free telephone dialing and communication; and
alarm system control.

Apple has created a vertical marketing group, Disability
Solutions, to more aggressively pursue this business.

IBM also offers assistive technology products, including a
“voice-activation” system that allows people to manipulate
their physical environments by oral commands.

Hurdles To Clear

But Big Blue has stumbled in this field before. Its much-
heralded learning center for the disabled in Atlanta, which
drew interested parties from all over the world, was closed
down after running into financial problems.

“That move angered the disabled community,” said
Safko.

A number of other smaller companies offer assistive
products, including X-10 USA Inc., a privately held
consumer clectronics supplier in Closter, N.J. X-10 sells
appliance-control wall modules that can be programmed by
computer.

Rick Warden, a special-education specialist in Arizona’s
Department of Education, believes the U.S. market will be
driven largely by federal laws mandating (hat local school
districts consider the use of assistive technology.

There are, however, a couple of hurdles to be cleared, he

says. One is confusion over the definition of assistive
technology. Many educators take that term to mean
everything from a computer system to a walking cane.

Second, there is no national clearinghouse of information.
Different states have set up their own information resource
centers, but a lot of good, available lechnology is falling
through the cracks.

“There is a need for a better way to get the word out,” said
Warden.

Deborah Buck, a coordinator with New York State’s
Office of the Advocate for the Disabled, says part of the
answer may be found in Hyperabeldata, a database listing
over 17,000 different assistive devices.

Funding Problems

However, adds Buck, the database lists only products that
have been funded in whole, or in part, by the National
Institute on Disability and Rehabilitation Research, an arm
of the U.S. Education Department.

Finally, there's the problem of a severe shortage of money.
The price of a fully-outfitted Sensei system, for example, can
run as high as $13,000.

Health insurance pays some of the tab, and government
programs and private donations atso help. But three-fifths of
disabled Americans polled in a recent federal survey said
they still couldn't afford the assistive technology they need.




