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What is the EDF?

The European Disability Forum is the umbrella organisation of persons with disabilities in Europe.  EDF is composed of 17 national councils of disabled people's organisations, one from each member state plus Norway and Iceland and 86 European non-governmental organisations representing European networks of organisations of specific categories of persons with disabilities.  EDF is the voice of 50 million persons with disabilities and parents of disabled people not able to represent themselves across Europe. 

1. Introduction

The potential of the Information Society is to create a much more inclusive society than that experienced by many people with disabilities today.

Disabled people stand to gain disproportionately from effective participation in the Information society, as they frequently cannot access alternatives due to inaccessible transport, built environment or information. For instance, if ATMs are not accessible to those who have a physical disability or are visually impaired, they may not be able to use public transport to reach a bank or may not be able to use the paper-based alternatives once they arrive there.

Without basic accessibility rules there is a danger that the information revolution will result in a new and more disabling barriers to full integration and contribution to society by people with disabilities. 

Although not the subject of this paper, access to the Information society must not result in neglecting access to the rest of society.

2. UN Convention 

EDF commends the UN on this initiative and supports its aims.

The recommended paradigm shift from a medical to a human rights based model is fully in line with the approach of the EDF.

EDF also supports the call for positive measures for the achievement of Human Rights. This will not only support the inclusion of people with disabilities into society, but will allow them to move from forced dependency to being fully contributing members of society.

A structured dialogue between public authorities and organisations of persons with disabilities will ensure that the voices of those who know best about their needs are heard: people with disabilities themselves.

EDF also agrees on the importance of mainstreaming the needs of people with disabilities into the information society. This is the only way that products and services will become truly accessible and affordable. This also includes facilitating the use by people with disabilities of specialised equipment to interface with mainstream products and services. 

3. Access is a right

People with disabilities are heavily affected by the digital divide, that is, the gap between those who benefit from the Information society and those who do not. 

However, the barriers experienced by people with disabilities are frequently not of their own making. They cannot use inaccessible ICT products and services even if they can afford them and have the ability to use them. This is particularly true for those with cognitive and intellectual impairments as the complexity of ICT products is often baffling.

People with disabilities have a right to access public and private ICT products and services. Their use is not an end in itself, but a means to education, employment, information and general inclusion in the mainstream of society.

Positive actions are required of Governments, manufacturers and all aspects of society to vindicate this right. This paper will indicate just a few of the areas where actions are required.

4. Design for all

Design for All is an approach to design that includes the needs of the maximum number of potential users without modifying a product or service. This is also often known as Universal Design.

This approach supports the inclusion of the needs of people with disabilities, older people, people with low literacy and children. It promotes consistency and ease of use, which is of particular interest to people with intellectual disabilities.

Design for all is cheap to implement at design stage, but is expensive to retrofit.  Thus, it should be taken into account from the earliest stages of the development of products and services.

It is no use testing if a product is useful by a wide range of users when it is too late to make fundamental changes.  Thus, it is important to consult potential users from the design through the testing phases.

5. Harmonisation of standards

Standards are a key element of inclusion in the Information Society, and Standards Bodies are central in this. They present the most likely method by which the needs of people with disabilities will be mainstreamed in the Information society.

EDF recognises and supports current actions of major European and World Standards Bodies in promoting Design for All criteria in their standards. We recognise that results will not be immediate and that standards are particularly difficult to implement in the Information society because of the speed of change in the area. However, we feel confident that the results will accrue over time.

Products and services designed with the needs of people with disabilities in mind are typically easier to use by everyone. Thus, it is not only people with disabilities who will gain. EDF, therefore, calls on all stakeholders to promote work in this area. 

6. Public Procurement

Public bodies must serve all citizens and cannot choose their customers.

Public bodies can achieve savings through the use of electronically delivered products and services rather than the more traditional, labour-intensive ones. They free up personnel to undertake other, more effective duties.

EDF recognises that manual services will never be totally eliminated. However, the use of electronically delivered products and services will never be maximised if the needs of large sections of society such as people with disabilities and older people are ignored.

If our needs are included, savings benefit the public bodies, whereas access to otherwise inaccessible products and services benefits people with disabilities. Public servants also gain as they can undertake more interesting and rewarding functions. Nobody loses.

7. E-Government Products

Web sites are probably the most frequently used tools in e-Government. They allow access to services and information that is often difficult to make available to the general public in other ways, particularly in large countries

The Worldwide Web Consortium is the primary body involved in determining the future of the web. It includes the Web Access Initiative, which in turn has developed a number of sets of guidelines. These guidelines address, amongst other things, accessibility by people with disabilities.

EDF recommends that public bodies adhere to two sets of WAI guidelines. The best known of these are called the Web content Accessibility guidelines. These relate to the text, images, links and other elements that make up a web site, ensuring that they are accessible. The second are the Authoring tools guidelines. These relate to the tools used to put content onto web sites. These should ensure that users may only place accessible content on the web site.

Public Bodies should develop Toolkits on ICT accessibility. These are sets of criteria used to develop procurement documents. They aim to ensure that all products and services purchased by public bodies will be accessible. In general, once a mainstream company is developing accessible products and services for sale to public bodies, they will not produce separate, inaccessible ones, for sale to the general public. Thus, people with disabilities gain on the double.

8. National Initiatives

This section will give some suggestions on initiatives that could be taken by National governments to promote accessibility in the Information society.

The most obvious initiative is legislation that outlaws discriminatory practices and insures access to ICTs. This should cover ICTs used in education, training and employment. It should not, however, exclude other areas of social inclusion such as places of entertainment and digital television.

It is worth again mentioning e-Government and access to public products, services and information, as mentioned above.

Governments should do all in their power to promote adherence to standards as developed by Standards Bodies. This should not just be amongst public bodies, but in all of society.

An important area often forgotten is to Insure access to telephone emergency services. For example, ensure that people with hearing impairments can use text phones.

Regulators should require network operators and terminal equipment manufacturers to cooperate in order to facilitate access by disabled users to electronic communication services.

Ensure the inclusion of the needs of people with disabilities and older people in all publicly funded research.  Also, promote this in privately funded research

Conclusion

People with disabilities and older people are a large and growing part of almost all societies. We have a right to full and equal inclusion in the Information Society as this facilitates our inclusion in all aspects of society.

The World Summit Declaration of Principles on Building the Information Society recognises the importance of our inclusion and we support this.

Governments and public bodies have a key role to play. Their spending power sets them apart. More than this, however, they act as catalysts in promoting inclusion in the rest of society. They should do all in their power to promote our inclusion in the Information society.

Design for all benefits all users, not just those with disabilities. It promotes consistency and ease of use, which is what most users demand.

We strongly urge all stakeholders in the Information society to promote our inclusion. If this is successful, people with disabilities gain disproportionately, but all of society gains. Nobody loses. If this fails, people with disabilities will be forced to continue to endure unnecessary forced dependency.

9. Useful Web Site References

European Disability Forum http://www.edf-feph.org
Irish IT Accessibility guidelines http://www.accessit.nda.ie
British Disability Representative council http://www.drc-gb.org
U.S. ADA information centre http://www.ada.com
Trace Centre on Universal Design http://www.trace.wisc.edu
Stakes Centre, Finland http://www.stakes.fi
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