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Speech
Dear Ladies and Gentlemen,

The Netherlands has for the second successive year been proclaimed as the country with the most user-friendly health care system. So headlined our newspapers last week after learning the results of the Europe Health Consumer Index 2009. Perhaps you heard the news too? And US president Obama has said that he would like to adopt some elements of our care system. You will no doubt have looked forward to this meeting here in Noord-Brabant, curious as you are about our key to success. 

What a great pleasure to welcome all of you here in the provincial government building of Noord-Brabant. Having heard a great deal about this E-health network during the past few years, I am happy to talk to you today about what we in Noord-Brabant are doing in terms of E-Health. Let me start off by telling you something about the organisation of health care in the Netherlands and the role of regional governments therein. This is important for understanding why we are carrying out the Smart Care project. 

Besides the central government, the healthcare insurers play a pivotal role in the Dutch healthcare system. People living in this country are legally obliged to take out health insurance. Through market forces, competition and agreements with care providers, healthcare insurers keep the cost of healthcare under control. Regional governments in the Netherlands have no statutory powers with regard to the management, planning or financing of health care. I wish to stress that point, as I know that the situation is different in many of your regions. 
If, however, regional governments in the Netherlands choose to get involved in health care issues, then they do so on the basis of an autonomous policy decision. That may be required when, for example, an urgent healthcare situation arises at regional level, or when there are opportunities for improvement that are not automatically seized upon by other parties. The latter prompted our decision to start with Smart Care. 
Brabant, just like many other regions, faces significant healthcare challenges. To be honest, our healthcare system also has its share of problems. Under influence of an ageing population, the demand for care is rising, while the number of people working in the care profession is shrinking. The availability and accessibility of care is coming under pressure, meaning that quality too will suffer. At least, that is what awaits us if we hold onto the traditional view of what 'care' looks like. And it is precisely that insight which has contribution to the development of Smart Care. For what were to happen if we adopted a different approach?
Purpose of the E-Health project is to provide the elderly and chronically ill with ICT tools that will enable them to stay in their homes for longer without any loss to their quality of life. The end-users are central to our project. Perhaps you think that by implementing Smart Care we are supporting a range of technological innovations. Nothing is further from the truth! Smart Care is about a different way of working in health care and combining care with a broader package of services from, for example, local authorities, banks, associations and retailers. Smart Care extends beyond the health care sector alone, and is the product of intensive cooperation between the various sectors. Edwin Mermans will tell you more about that.
Smart Care is therefore about the organisation, the architecture, of health care, and is a step, one of the many steps, on the road to sustainable care. I challenge you to think 'big'! Such a broad-based development transcends the interests and objectives of individual organisations and can only be realised when forces are bundled. And that is the point at which we, as regional government, come into play. Because an opportunity like this cannot be seized by other parties, because they all have their own specific interests in providing care. As regional government, we assume a role in facilitating and stimulating cooperation between parties across various sectors. We stimulate new networks and knowledge clusters, in which we cooperate closely with all these partners. 

Smart Care may be seen a first step towards sustainable care. That is on condition, however, that end-users, the recipients of care, are the centre of focus. After all, it's all about their wishes and needs. And, what's more, by actively involving end-users in E-Health projects, they can serve as invaluable ambassadors for this new method. For if they experience what ICT can mean for them at home in terms of convenience, safety, comfort and content, they will be sure to spread the word to a wider audience.
If I look at the current generation of elderly here in Brabant, then it is clear that many of them are highly familiar with ICT tools in their daily lives. Fact is that the gap between the elderly and technology is rapidly becoming smaller. The breeding ground for a broader application of ICT in home care is, as it were, cultivated by the elderly themselves. ICT should not be viewed as a threat or replacement of care for one another, but instead as an opportunity, as a valuable supplement. 
Today you will hear more about Smart Care and learn how we handle the demand side of the equation. In the Netherlands’ smartest house you can experience the comfort and user-friendliness of ICT in a home environment. Chances are you will want it installed in your home too! What you will also see today is that other regions in Europe have also taken significant steps in the field of E-Health: an inspiring example from the Kent County Council. And you will receive information about the European grant programme Ambient Assisted Living.
Although I am unfortunately unable to provide you with the secret to success, I sincerely hope that you will be inspired today by the impressive examples that can lead to sustainable care. 

Thank you for your attention.
