eAccessibility policy – usability for all! 

In the recent Communication “Toward an accessible information society”
 the Commission put forward challenges and views of the potential of eAccessibility. 

Over all the Communication shows a large potential. For its implementation in the member states the eInclusion sub group has a big challenge in mainstreaming eAccessibility policy nationally. 

In this short paper Sweden and Italy briefly outlines a possible way to interpret the policy outlined in the Communication. Three questions are discussed: what is eAccessibility about, what are the challenges and what do we need to do to make it happen? 

What is eAccessibility? 

In the Communication the scope for the discussion is set up: 

“If everyone is to have equal opportunities for participation in today's society, the full range of ICT goods, products and services need to be accessible. This includes computers, telephones, TVs, online government, online shopping, call centers, self-service terminals such as automatic teller machines (ATMs) and ticket machines.” 

Interesting is that the society as whole is at focus not only the information society. ICT has certainly potential to support the Europeans in their efforts to participate on equal terms. eAccessibility becomes a prerequisite for that. 

Even though the scope is broad the Communication specifies web accessibility as a particularly important area. The ongoing convergence enlarges the area for web accessibility. Web services can be reached not only from computers but from mobile phones and even digital TV sets. And moreover, TV and Radio more frequently has complementing services on the web. If the web services are not accessible, a large number of Europeans will not have the same possibilities. 

But it is not all about public facing websites. In the communication intranets are mentioned. And the Communication also mentions digital television and electronic communications, including accessibility of the single European emergency number. Self-service terminals and electronic banking is another high priority. 

What are the challenges? 

eAccessibility is often looked upon as a special interest for a small part of a population. In the communication the state of play is broadened. 

“The scale of the accessibility challenge is huge and growing: around 15% of Europe's population has a disability and up to one in five working-age Europeans have impairments requiring accessible solutions. Overall, three out of every five people stand to benefit from e-accessibility, as it improves general usability
.” 

The issue is transformed from special interests to a public interest. 

In October 2008 the Swedish government assigned to Handisam, The Swedish Agency for Disability Policy Coordination, to map and analyze relevant initiatives in the area of e-inclusion. One option is a national action plan for e-inclusion. Recently the first report was delivered. 

One of the solutions in the report is that a more distinct cross-party policy for eInclusion with eAccessibility and usability as broad quality targets should create new possibilities in areas where focus traditionally has been on special solutions for certain groups. 

Despite all the evidence it is very hard to change attitudes. As the Communication states: 

“It is also important that users, relevant authorities, and industry reinforce their commitment and cooperation on e-accessibility matters. … The closer cooperation of stakeholders will help to obtain guidance on further priorities and define a common programme of future work.” 

The new ad-hoc high level group will have an important toll on EU-level. In the member states it is important to coordinate and mainstream eAccessibility into other policy areas, such as eGovernment and eHelth. The challenge is to focus on usability and eAccessibility as a bottom-up quality in areas such as eGovernment and eHealth where the grade of eInclusion for end user is a key factor for success. 

How do we make it happen? 

In the Communication the member states are challenged in their efforts to achieve eAccessibilty. The policy points out the potential and gives the member states points with European common action. Further on the Communication calls upon action in the member states. Sweden and Italy doesn’t have more to add. It will be challenging to implement and co-operate on the European level. It is important that usability and eAccessibility are mainstreamed in both national and European level. 

One of the key factors is the future work on standardization. The mandate 376 is about procurement, but in the Communication the eAccessibility requirements are in focus. They are a prerequisite for successful procurement. But when we unify, the new standard also gives broad quality targets for usable and accessible systems, services and products. With common standards it will be easier for the industry to compete on the single market. Sweden is active in the mandate 376. 
It is important that the member states have active mirror groups. The standardization process gives in that sense a forum for stakeholders to meet, discuss and to get along. 

The mandate 376 is also mentioned in making a European standard for the new WCAG 2.0 from W3C. 
Italian ideas concerning Web accessibility

Yet only a very small percentage of public websites are accessible, not to talk about private-sector websites and everyday ICT goods.

Recent studies (MeAC, etc…) show that in countries where governments have undertaken proactive actions (legislative acts or strong policies) the overall situation seems to be slowly improving but the Riga goals on are still far from being reached.

Whatever the solution, this is for sure a good moment in history to raise and strengthen the awareness on the benefits of mainstreaming Web accessibility: the WCAG 2.0 have just become an official Recommendation of the W3C and the world is eager to unleash their potential in terms of increasing digital inclusion.

The EC should focus on studying and analyzing the new accessibility guidelines and find the way to adopt them as a de facto standard being very careful not to hinder those who already follow WCAG 1.0 or other national standards in their efforts to guarantee acceptable levels of accessibility. 

The second version of these guidelines gives webmasters more power to use new web technologies but WCAG 1.0 are still to be considered an extremely valid benchmark.

Informative campaigns throughout Europe could help national governments and executives to better understand the differences between the two versions and how the WCAG can improve their services, reduce costs and bring unexpected benefits to both the public and the private sector.

In Italy the WCAG 2.0 are being officially translated in Italian and an ad-hoc workgroup will soon consider the integration of the new guidelines in the national “Stanca Law” accessibility requirements.
Keeping in mind that the European eInclusion Awards have reached incredible levels of interest and participation, a possible way to improve and stimulate the realisation of accessible websites could be the creation of a European portal on eAccessibility. The portal could become a repository of contributions and documents that explain accessibility from both the social and the technical point of view. There could also be an ongoing contest on the most accessible and user-friendly public and private websites across Europe and a permanent showcase of the best practices.

On the other hand, at country level, the governments could be invited to set up national mechanisms (such as websites, email addresses or telephone numbers) where citizens can report experiencing accessibility problems on certain websites. These complaints could be handled by national eAccessibility competence centres in order to intermediate between the website owner and the user’s needs. Italy is studying the implementation of a similar solution.

Ideas from Italy on R&D areas for EC to invest in

Evidence shows that in the public sector, the procurement of inclusive ICT goods has a very important role in stimulating the market but in the private sector results are rather poor.

The design for all approach seems to be lacking global effectiveness. The EC should finance R&D (CIP Thematic Networks and Pilot Projects, for example) in order to assess the feasibility of new approaches to the issue of mainstreaming inclusive solutions. One of the most promising and underestimated fields to invest in is the standardization of human-machine interfaces. 

This is a possible scenario: in the near future, following thematic studies, the EC adopts a standard for accessible human-machine interfaces (the already existing Universal Plug and Play – UPnP, for example) and invites producers of household appliances to equip a part of their products with a digital UPnP wifi interface.

A blind woman buys one of these UPnP washing machines (even if the washing machine is just like the other ones and has a normal set of external buttons and displays which would probably be inaccessible to her) and when she turns it on in her house, the washing machine automatically connects to her home wifi network. The woman, through her Personal Computer, can see the UPnP washing machine as part of her network and she can interact with it using a sort of accessible mini-website (just like the ones coming with our home DSL routers and modems). Thus she can easily choose a washing program, the temperature and much more simply selecting voices from standard web menus and later on she can check the status of the washing machine (off, ready, busy, etc) by simply accessing the status page.

Meanwhile a blind man is at the train station and he needs to buy a ticket. He walks close to a UPnP ticket vending machine and his mobile phone (wifi or Bluetooth enabled) connects to it signaling its presence. The man has thus access to a simplified mini-website where he can buy his ticket performing the same actions he probably would not be able to perform on the kiosk’s interactive touch-panel.

These UPnP enabled machines would be exactly the same as the mainstream ones but with an extra interface. Besides the producers would only have to care about creating an accessible command interface (i.e. the mini-website) since every disabled user would then use its own personal browsing technology or assistive device to interface with it. The costs of these interfaces would be very low and the difference between the two models could be reimbursed by the national health services.  

Other interesting studies could be carried out in the field of assistive technologies, where market fragmentation leads to incredibly high product costs. The EC should carry out a global survey of the different AT’s produced across the EU, create a European catalogue and maybe finance the mainstreaming of some of those solutions that seem to be the most efficient and cost-effective.
Questions to discuss on eInclusion subgroup meeting Cyprus 6-8 April
1. The grade of eInclusion should be a key factor for success in all areas. How do we sell in benefits for all with usability and eAccessibility as a bottom up quality in other policy areas such as eHealth and eGovernment?
2. How do we tackle the convergence between different communication channels, and what is the future impact?
3. How do we make sure that EU R&D investments will benefit the eAccessibility development on the internal market?
4. How do we make different stakeholders aware of standardization as a forum for communication, learning and a democratic way of finding agreements globally of feasible usability and eAcessibility requirements?
5. How do we make sure that the transition from WCAG 1.0 to 2.0 will benefit the development towards the Riga targets? 
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