
The Or igin of the Open Innovation Collaboration
In 2009, Gerasimos Fessian from the Prefecture of Achaia 
contacted the Applied Mechanics Laborator y of the Univer si ty 
of Patras in order  to f ind a technical solution that could assist 
people w ith physical disabi l i t ies to go sw imming in the sea 
completely unassisted.

The Applied Mechanics Laborator y under  Professor  Vasi l is 
Kostopoulos formed a r esearch group in order  to analyze the 
problem and f ind a solution. The team soon discovered that 
although there existed wheelchair s which were designed for  
going into the sea and small cranes that r equir ed an operator  
to l i f t a wheelchair  into the water , no technology solution or  
application was avai lable that would al low  people w ith l imited 
mobi l i ty to cross the beach and enter  the sea safely, whi le 
unassisted.

They therefore launched an effor t which was co-f inanced by 
the Prefecture of Achaia along w ith the Univer si ty of Patras to 
identi fy a solution that would tr ansfer  the person from the 

- TOBEA Ltd. is a spin-off  
company that was founded in 
2012 by Ignatios Fotiou and 
George Soti r iadis from the 
Applied Mechanics Laborator y of 
Univer si ty of Patras to suppor t the 
commercial development of 
SEATRAC, a device that helps 
people w ith l imited mobi l i ty to go 
sw imming in the sea unassisted.  

- The or iginal concept was 
developed in 2009 by Gerasimos 
Fessian, Vice-Prefect at the 
Prefecture of Achaia and himself 
a per son w ith l imited mobi l i ty, 
along w ith Professor  Vasi l is 
Kostopoulos from the Applied 
Mechanics Laborator y of the 
Univer si ty of Patras and his 
r esearch group. 

- With the feedback from a 
crowdsourcing platform they 
managed to develop, val idate and 
launch commer ical ly SEATRAC.  
which is instal led on numerous 
beaches in Greece, Cyprus and 
abroad.

HARNESSING THE BENEFITS OF OPEN INNOVATION 
TO ADVANCE SOCIAL INNOVATION
SEATRAC is a unique device that helps people with physical disabilit ies to go swimming in 
the sea autonomously, easily and safely. It is the successful outcome of a collaborative 
project between a university laboratory, local government and the end-users' 
community, which was able to leverage technology, engineering knowledge and user 
experience inputs to design, validate and launch the innovation. 
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beach into the sea - and after  sw imming, back to 
the beach, thereby enabling people w ith mobi l i ty 
problems to get into the water  and sw im or  
simply to si t in the sea and enjoy the sense of 
weightlessness.

The OI Journey

Mr  Fessian and the AML team put their  minds 
together  and came up w ith an innovative solution 
that would tr anspor t a per son w ith physical 
disabi l i t ies from the beach into the sea - and after  
sw imming - back to the beach, unassisted. Their  
solution was a non-f ixed r ai l-type mechanism 
that consists of a f ixed tr ack system, a special ly 
designed wheelchair , a handrai l  at the 
disembarkation point and a control tower. 

The mechanism was to be instal led on the beach 
at a spot which the user  could r each, whi le the 
wheelchair  seat is at a height which al lows the 
user  to move easi ly and safely from their  ow n 
chair. Once instal led, the user  operates the 
control system dr iven by an electr ic motor  which 
moves the wheelchair  along the tr ack into the sea 
- and back after  their  sw im.

After  analyzing the users? needs and draw ing on 
the personal exper ience of Mr  Fessian, the team 

managed to determine the user  r equir ements of 
the device and the main operations that the 
equipment should have. Then they focused their  
effor ts on r esearching, designing and developing 
the prototype of the device, uti l izing di f ferent 
vir tual operation simulations and extensive 
testing in order  to meet the r equir ed safety 
standards, mater ial proper ties (mechanical 
str ength and fatigue) and production methods.

The Prefecture of Achaia offered suppor t and 
feedback on legislative issues and related 
r egulator y considerations, contr ibuting actively 
to the ear ly design of the equipment, the selection 
of the mater ials and the ?packaging? 
speci f ications which had to be taken into account.

This was not an easy process and the team faced 
several technical challenges created not only by 
the operational and safety needs of the users, but 
also by the physical character istics of the 
environment that the device would operate in. 
Such challenges ranged from how  the equipment 
would have access to power  to which mater ials 
could be used to make i t r esistible to weather  
conditions, and from what might be the 
environmental impacts of the device to how  i t 
could be made safe and easy to use. In actual fact 
though, these challenges became the innovation 
dr iver s of SEATRAC.



The device was developed and tested in r eal environmental 
conditions before r eaching technological matur i ty. In 2012, TOBEA 
Ltd was created (standing for  Thinking Out of the Box Engineer ing 
Applications) as a spin-off  from the Univer si ty of Patras to take the 
innovation to the market, led by Mr. Ignatios Fotiou and Mr. George 
Soti r iadis. Both of them, along w ith Professor  Vassi l is Kostopoulos, 
Mr. Gerassimos Fessian and the Univer si ty of Patras are holder s of 
the Greek, European and US patents that cover  the SEATRAC device. 
As a spin off  company, TOBEA Ltd r eturns funds to the Univer si ty 
through royalties.

SEATRAC would not have met w ith the same success w ithout the 
help of i ts community of potential users. Continuous feedback, 
interaction and col laboration w ith the end users was made possible 
by the crowdsourced feedback model through a l ive community of 
3 000 members (Facebook group: ?Rights of the People With 
Disabi l i t ies to the Sea"). This community continues to provide 
TOBEA w ith the necessar y information for  the evolution of the 
device according to the users? needs, and at the same time is a 
vehicle for  dissemination, awareness r aising and the provision of 
user  information.

Impact of the OI Collaboration
Over  the years, the market has become more mature and is now  
ready for  an enhanced offer ing that would cover  new  users? needs. 
At the same time, TOBEA has to face increased competi tion as more 
companies provide simi lar  solutions. As a r esult, the SME is 
working towards enhancing team awareness and providing the 
oppor tuni ties and tools to access and share new  know ledge, as well  
as develop new  ski l ls (capaci ty bui lding, tr aining, team bui lding) so 
as to create an organizational culture that embraces continuous 
improvement in processes and products.

Moreover , the team is in the process of developing new  products 
and ser vices for  people w ith physical disabi l i t ies to improve their  
quali ty of l i fe. (e.g. w i th the ar r ival of the Internet of Things i t w i l l  
be able to deploy technologies to improve the SEATRAC exper ience 
w ith the use of sensors giving information on temperature, weather  
etc.). In the future, the SME plans to expand the development of the 
company and gain more market share whi le offerng new  job 
oppor tuni ties.

Key l essons
OPEN  INNOVATION   DRIVING 
THE CAUSE OF SOCIAL 
INNOVATION

FEEDBACK FROM CUSTOMERS 
IS AN ESSENTIAL PART OF 
OPEN  INNOVATION
The company engaged w ith end 
users to gain feedback for  the 
speci f ic purpose of improving i ts 
offer ing.

THE SPIN- OFF COMPANY AS 
THE DRIVER OF THE  OPEN  
INNOVATION  PROCESS
The rol l  out and commercial i - 
zation of the device was one of the 
core activi ties of the spin off  
company which successful ly 
brought the concept from idea to 
market w ith mutual benefi ts for  
al l  the par ties involved.

Open innovation can have a ver y 
posi tive impact on society: 
col laboration between academia, 
local government and the 
potential users? community led to 
the creation of a successful new  
product which met the special 
needs of a speci f ic section of the 
population.
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 CONTACT DETAILS
   TOBEA LTD
   OLD NATIONAL ROAD PATRAS- ATHENS 289, ARAXOVITIKA -  GREECE

   TEL:  +30 261 093 2240, WWW.TOBEA.GR
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