NCBI Submission on provisions for ICT Accessibility in the Disability Bill
This submission concerns the provisions in the Bill affecting the accessibility of Information and Communications Technology (ICT) systems that are used to communicate with members of the public and deliver information and services to them.
This covers the following scenarios:

· Information delivered on websites, such as those of Government Departments and local authorities.
· Interactive Web-based services, such as the Revenue On-Line Service.
· Email communications used for holding dialogues between State organisations and service users.
· Email newsletters, such as the Basis updates service.
· Information and services delivered through electronic public access terminals, such as public information kiosks and electronic voting machines.
Our concern is that if these scenarios are not effectively covered by the provisions of the Bill, people with disabilities may be forced to rely on non-ICT channels of far less convenience and effectiveness. For example, if a person cannot access the information on a website, they will have to request information by letter or by telephone. If a person cannot use the Revenue On-Line Service, they will have to fill in their tax return in the old, less convenient way. If a person cannot read email, then they will have to wait to receive communications through the post. If a person cannot use an information kiosk, they will have to queue up at an information desk. If a person cannot use an electronic voting machine, they will not be able to vote unassisted and in private.
In all these cases, people with disabilities will be disadvantaged by the reduced convenience in comparison to everyone else and by not having the information in an electronic form that can be easily stored, retrieved, manipulated and shared with others. We believe that ICT channels are fast becoming the norm for information and services and it is essential that this is recognised and that people with disabilities are able to use the same channels as everyone else. Otherwise, they will increasingly be at a disadvantage. We therefore believe that it is essential that the Bill explicitly covers the use of ICT systems to communicate with the public and deliver information and services.
We have concerns over the two sections of the draft Bill which seem to address this area – Sections 24 and 26. We applaud the requirement in Section 24 for the integration of services and the attempt to address communications in Section 26. However, we believe that the aforementioned ICT scenarios (websites, interactive web-based services, email communications and newsletters, public access terminals) may not be effectively covered by these sections as they are. Specifically, our concerns are:

· That ICT-based services may not count as services covered under Section 24, but may be considered as extra delivery channels for services that can legitimately be delivered to people with disabilities using other methods.
· That communications in electronic form, as specified in Section 26 subsection 2, does not clearly cover the range of ICT scenarios we have identified.

· That, according to Section 26 subsection 2, accessible electronic communications are not required for people with disabilities other than visual impairments.

The fact that Section 26 subsection 2 singles out communications in electronic form for special treatment, suggests that the authors of the Bill do not consider that Section 24 covers such communications. We concur with this, and rather than rely on the interpretation of services in Section 24 to be applied at a later date to all the forms of electronic communications we have described, we would like to see a separate section in the Bill concerning ICT, but more explicit than Section 26 subsection 2 and covering all disabilities, not just visual impairments.

We do not think the scope of the term “communications in electronic form” is clear. This may be intended to cover email communications. But email communications are increasingly becoming indistinguishable from websites. The preferred format for email is now HTML, rather than plain text. This means an email message is essentially a web page delivered to an email address and has all the potential accessibility problems that a website has. This convergence trend is likely to continue, so that in the near future an electronic communication could utilise any type of technology channel, such as Web, email, 3G or Digital TV, and any content type, such as HTML, XML or MMS. One-to-one communications may therefore be indistinguishable in terms of technologies and content types from mass broadcast communications and interactive services. We would therefore consider that “communications in electronic form” should be replaced by a definition that more clearly encompasses the whole range of scenarios we have described.
Another problem with Section 26 subsection 2 is that it does not address disabilities other than visual impairments. Although it is true that people with visual impairments are affected by ICT access barriers more than most groups, people with other disabilities often face equally serious barriers. For example, a person with motor impairment who cannot use a pointing device such as a mouse needs to rely on keyboard access to websites and email. Websites (and HTML email) are often coded in a way that does not allow functionality to be accessed using a keyboard or makes it so cumbersome as to be effectively unusable. People with hearing impairments are finding that the increased use of multimedia in communications and electronic services is posing more and more of a problem. As a result, they do not receive some information or are unable to perceive the choices available to them. People with intellectual or language impairments need information delivered to them in a way that makes it easy to read and assimilate. Although this is a more difficult area to be precisely prescriptive about, it is nevertheless important to take into account when making services as universally accessible as possible. The principle of universal access to mainstream services therefore requires that wherever any ICT channels are used to deliver a mainstream service, the interfaces and user interaction methods should, as far as possible, be designed to be accessible to all citizens, including those with the following disabilities:

· Blindness and partial sightedness

· Deafness and hard of hearing

· Reduced mobility or motor control

· Language or intellectual impairment

The third issue with Section 26 subsection 2 is that it puts a requirement on people to use assistive technologies. This is reasonable and correct in most cases, but for many people with low vision it may create an undue burden. For a person with low vision to be able to read the contents of a website, for example, they need only use their own browser’s controls to resize the text and possibly alter the colours used. The very large number of people with less than perfect vision means that this is a very common action for sites with small text. However, if the site is not designed with resizable text, there is nothing the user can do, except to resort to using a screen magnifier, which would be classed as assistive technology. Using a screen magnifier greatly reduces usability. So this is a step which should be avoided if at all possible. It is somewhat akin to looking at the screen through a rolled up newspaper, making it very difficult to read and navigate. Since it is easy to design a web page with text that can be resized by the user according to their preferences, we do not think it is acceptable to expect a person with low vision to have to use a screen magnifier.
To conclude, we suggest that the following changes should be made:

· Section 26 subsection 2 to be removed, and …
· Either, that Section 24 be altered to specifically include services delivered through ICT, so that the accessibility of the ICT delivery mechanism, not just the service, by persons with and persons without disabilities is integrated.

· Or, that a new section be added concerning the use of ICT to communicate with or make services and information available one or more persons. This new section should mirror Section 24, but be explicitly related to the accessibility and integration of the ICT mechanisms used to deliver the service.

