Expert meeting on Assistive Technology & e-Accessibility Workshop, 25 March 2009, Brussels

Objectives of the meeting

E-inclusion means ensuring that mainstream ICT products and services are usable by as many people as possible, and the use of ICT to overcome social and economic exclusion. The objective of this meeting was to explore ways to better implement ICT assistive features, either as a part of mainstream technologies or in assistive technologies (hereafter "AT"). Different aspects were addressed (technical, market, legal) from the perspective of relevant constituencies (users, industry, authorities).

The European Commission wanted to facilitate an exchange of views and experiences with a view to identify possible coordination or supporting actions, including at European level. 

Participants (see annex 2)
Some 20 representatives of users, industry and authorities were invited to participate in the meeting. The meeting was chaired by Miguel Gonzalez-Sancho, Deputy Head of unit H3 (ICT for Inclusion), DG INFSO.

Presenting the challenges

Setting the scene

Technology trends

Gregg Vanderheiden, University of Wisconsin, talked about the impact of technology trends on e-Inclusion policy and practice. He presented six macro trends:

· Increasing complexity, where it is difficult to find accessible/usable products to replace old products, and where complex design is creating helplessness and dependency  

· Rapidly evolving mainstream technologies, which makes AT industry struggling with keeping up. The cost to keep up with just the key mainstream technologies is a large cost for AT and contributes to its price. In addition, many new mainstream products have no AT adaptations for them. 

· Convergence of technologies makes regulations inoperative.

· Greater competition in mainstream industry (big and small). The rapid changes of technology make even big companies vulnerable to startups. Small companies are focused only on survival. Accessibility is not on any priority list --- not something perceived as a survival opportunity for a company. 

· Increasing numbers of people both with disabilities and with literacy barriers: the aged population is increasing rapidly, and disability increases rapidly with age. Literacy is a parallel issue. If we have had problems providing equitable assistive technology delivery in the past – we will be overwhelmed by what is coming with the aging population.

· Fewer resources – in short and long term. The economy is creating large immediate problems. Needs are going to rise. We have to find new, more cost-effective ways to address these problems.

Next, Vanderheiden listed cross-cutting trends:

· Increased use of “cloud computing”. Increasingly we are seeing applications that are Web based. The applications and the services Web apps rely on – all exist in the network. This is leading to more custom applications and diversity that AT cannot keep up with.

· Another trend is 3rd party applications, i.e. small applications that supplement or extend suites. But small companies that make these are not large enough to even know about accessibility issues – nor have resources to learn and address them. Accessibility is often lost in process and impossible for 3rd party vendors to address.  

· This diversity of devices such as palmtops, web tablets, cellphones, and appliances should lead to more flexible applications which are good for accessibility, but IT support issues often linkes to mandated hardware (which is a barrier to accessibility due to limitations in user choice). 

· Consumer purchasing behaviors: We continue to purchase the products with the most features – even as we complain about product complexity. We need new strategies for design – and/or for providing skins or alternate interfaces to meet the needs of older people and people with disabilities - strategies that will still allow companies to have interfaces that are attractive “on the shelf.”

· We are increasingly dependent on technology and the web. Everything from daily living to citizenship is becoming dependent on the Web:  things that used to be print, radio, television, telephone or mail; information, public services and emergency communication. Provision of equal access to the web - as a basic right – is needed.

Vanderheiden sees implications:

· We cannot rely on market forces except for mild disabilities. Regulation AND government support are needed for moderate to severe for accessibility / independence (or reduced dependence). 

· We need to support AT manufacturers or lose them.
· We need “Managed Accessibility”. Measure accessibility and where it is not happening – we need to increase effort and/or enforcement.

· We need strategy(s) for low socio-economic groups (majority?) to allow them access to info and services and to enable them to improve themselves.

The alternative is increasing social costs.

Potential elements of a solution strategy are:

1. Regulated Capitalism for a level playing field of built-in access, including required and enforced accessibility for public technologies and for personal technologies for mild to moderate disabilities

2. User selectable alternate interfaces (skins or pluggable) for moderate to severe and multiple disabilities

3. Cloud based (ubiquitous) access features & technologies where accessibility is built into the Internet- invokable anytime, anywhere

4. Better (different?) support for AT, including a need to provide a market for AT through purchase regulations (requiring accessibility) and collaborative development

5. Crowd-sourcing, allowing the public to be part of the solution (but must be managed to avoid mischief)
Questions from the audience

Q: Are you optimistic or pessimistic of the future?

Vanderheiden:  Technology is changing very fast, and it is almost impossible to keep pace with it. Yet we must try to predict to where technology is moving. 

Q: What would be the implications of the new USA 508 standards?

Vanderheiden: a push regulation is better than a pull regulation. Experiences from the introduction of 508 show that a realistic enforcement mechanism is crucial. 

AT industry characteristics

Carmen Pastor, Tecnalia, outlined the key characteristics of the AT ICT industry in Europe. She informed of results of a study carried out for the European Commission in 2008. Principal issues addressed in this study are how the AT ICT industry functions, and recommendations on how the AT ICT industry can network and cooperate more effectively on an EU level. The conclusions and recommendations of this study will be of use for the preparation of policy actions and recommendations by the European Commission in the fields of e-Inclusion, e-Accessibility and independent living.

The AT industry until now is characterized by small companies, having often started with inventing a solution for an individual problem. The objective of such companies is to solve a need, and they are not necessarily based on the profitability parameters of a business model. The value chain has two main links: the supply side (the AT companies) and the service delivery side. 90% of companies surveyed in the study agreed that at present, the service provider function (assessment, product selection & financing) has the greatest relative power in the European AT ICT value chain.

There are various barriers for companies competing in the AT ICT market, the principal one being the cost and time necessary to navigate the national service provider systems. The EU Member States have different service delivery rules and procedures for different product types. For example, hearing aids, Braille readers and environmental control systems are delivered by means of medical, social or consumer models. This means that companies cannot achieve important levels of economies of scale.  Additional costs have to be incurred to develop solutions for attending to the different national markets (i.e., decentralised distribution networks, specific product adaptations to individual markets). This fragmentation caused by different national systems and policies makes an already limited market (accessibility products), even smaller. 80% of questionnaire respondents agree that maintaining a European-wide distribution network represents an important cost for European Assistive Technology ICT companies. Local presence will be necessary. 

Key drivers for success of an AT company are knowledge of the end-user and knowledge of the service provider systems. 
As regards mainstreaming as a potential threat against the AT industry, AT ICT companies recognise the importance that mainstreaming will have on the industry. However, they are not alarmed that this will signify the end of the AT product and service market. Some specific Assistive Technology products will always need to exist. A majority of AT companies consider specific AT product solutions as superior in quality and functionality to mainstream solutions.
How should the AT ICT industry be best structured at the EU level? A majority of respondents agree that the European Assistive Technology ICT industry needs an organisation that represents its interests in Brussels. The organisation should be a free-standing, newly established entity. It should include only Assistive Technology ICT and not the AT industry as a whole (i.e. mobility products, etc.) The main functions that such an organisation should realise are: 

· networking between the stakeholders in the AT value chain; 

· knowledge exchange to enhance professional development, marketing and technical information; 
· policy lobby to the extent that this is possible at the EU level. 
User perspective

Peter Brass, European Blind Union, voiced the user perspective. He reminded the audience of one of the articles in the UN Convention, stating that organizations of people with disabilities have to be consulted. He pointed out that the digital divide remains wide and the level of e-accessibility is low, e.g. for digital TV. He listed nine areas where efforts are necessary:

1. Visual ability is increasingly required for making use of new technologies.

2. Navigation systems, such as GPS, could be made more beneficial for people with disabilities. They should move from R&D to a political level.

3. The importance of information kiosks and ATMs is growing. A standard interface is needed.  

4. The shift from analogue to digital TV makes TV inaccessible for blind and visually impaired people. Solutions exist, but they are difficult to use.

5. Access to libraries is important. They are fundamental as distributors of knowledge.

6. E-learning, which on one hand is an enabler, on the other hand is creating barriers for people with disabilities.

7. E-government provides an increasing number of e-services. Access for all must be guaranteed.

8. Many white and brown goods are nowadays menu- and display driven. This creates barriers for people with disabilities.

9. For computers, screen readers provide access to Windows, but two areas give problems: Internet and the web. Compliance to WCAG 2.0 must be achieved. 

Discussion

· Usability is a critical success factor. It has to be looked at.

· AT needs to be mapped onto new technologies in order to accelerate interoperability. 

· There is a risk that audio books are displaced by electronic books, creating barriers for visually impaired people. This involves a copyright issue. People should be allowed to choose the distribution form they prefer. In Europe this is regulated by the Copyright Directive.

Industry perspectives

AT industry opportunities and challenges

Adam Wing, AbleNet, presented the challenges and opportunities faced by the AT industry. 

The main challenges are

· Incongruent funding, with disparate models in every country or area
· Development redundancy with similar technologies produced regionally 

· Lack of education, with under-informed constituents
· Regional market size, limiting fiscal incentives for high-quality development 
· First movers in the AT field are exiting 
There are also opportunities:

· Policy to standardize funding, which should provide guidelines for fiscal levels and technology
· Sharing Information in the form of multilingual, multimodal repository of knowledge, ideas, and needs
· Global Collaboration, able to leverage economies of scale 
· Incentives to recruit new innovators and leaders, including a policy for educational or corporate participation
AbleNet has shifted from an American perspective to global requirements. As an example, the requirements on sound quality are different in USA and Germany.

Assistive technology and e-accessibility

Michiel van Schaik, Optelec Tieman Group, described the business model for Optelec, which produces reading devices for blind and visually impaired people. 

Optelec networks with and makes alliances with key technology providers such as Intel, Panasonic, Sony, Philips, and others in order to acquire the highest possible level of system technology. By cooperation with consumer research, low vision specialists, organizations of blind people and special needs departments etc. Optelec gets an understanding of the needs of visually impaired people. The next step is to develop access solutions. The final step, reaching out, is achieved by a multi-tier distribution, including a web portal, a dealer network, education optometrist, and recruiting doctors as resellers. 

Van Schaik estimates the potential market for Optelec to be 10-20 times greater than the current reach out. 

Discussion

· With the current market structure, it is important for the AT industry to understand the local culture, including the necessity of translations.

· Is it possible to have a “one stop shop” where rehabilitation services, technology and funding are put together? The idea is that the user will be allowed to present a functional problem, not a demand for a specific technical solution. In the US, attempts have been made to realize such a facility.

· Transition between life stages is a problem. Funding regulation is fragmentary, different models for children, students and employees.  In addition, this issue is country specific.

Ongoing initiatives and how to solve the challenges

The AT Market Value-Chain

Raising the Floor

Gregg Vanderheiden, University of Wisconsin, informed of the Raising the Floor consortium. Raising the Floor is an international consortium gathering to ensure that people experiencing disabilities, literacy problems, or the effects of aging are able to access and use all of the information, resources, communities, and services available on or through the Web.  

Key problems addressed by Raising the Floor are:

· Many people cannot afford access software that is powerful enough to work with modern Web content.  
· Mainstream technologies are advancing so quickly that we can't individually keep up.
· It is too hard for researchers and new AT developers to work in this space.
· As we move to ubiquitous & cloud computing – the old “patch your personal computer” approach won’t work.  
The approach for solving the problems is to build accessibility directly into the Web, so that anyone, anywhere, can approach any computer and invoke the access features they need. This should be done in an open-source modular approach so we can all build on one another’s work. This approach is of benefit for users, AT vendors as well as other stakeholders such as mainstream technology vendors, governments and researchers. 

Accessibility Interoperability Alliance

Andreas Ebert, Microsoft, presented the Accessibility Interoperability Alliance (AIA). AIA has today 41 members spanning the globe and represent a variety of business models: open source, proprietary, desktop, mobile and web. The purpose of AIA is to facilitate collaboration within the accessibility engineering community to deliver pragmatic solutions to long-standing AT/IT interoperability challenges.

The approach of AIA is to identify the most critical AT/IT interoperability problems to be resolved, and then form working groups and recruit the engineers needed to solve these problems. AIA collaborates with other organizations (e.g. W3C, Linux Foundation, etc.) to avoid duplication of effort and achieve synergistic outcomes. When appropriate, AIA may pursue standardization of resulting technologies and/or specifications. AIA welcomes additional members from the EU.

Social service providers

Steven Barnard, The Home Farm Trust Ltd, UK, talked about the role of providers as regards “Person Centred Technology” for people with cognitive impairment. (By “Person Centred Technology” is meant e.g. assistive technology, environmental controls, telecare (safety sensors) and health monitoring).

Learning disabilities services represent the second largest segment of the UK independent sector healthcare market after elderly care.

A balance must be found between service led economy and user led individual rights. Services must find ways to reflect this struggle and use systems to provide evidence that their actions and purpose are in the interests of service users and reflect their desires and needs.

The ethics of making decisions about use of technology transparent is an important issue. Who is it for? Why is it needed? Who is in control?

Key issues are:

· Get learning disability on EU agenda,
· Agree ethical code (focus on use, not on delivery),
· Collect more evidence,
· Establish policy framework,
· Establish workforce training,
· Encourage ‘interoperability’ amongst manufacturers’ market opportunities, person centred approach and standards.
Industry coordination and cooperation with stakeholders

AAATE’s activities in the AT field

Anna Liisa Salminen, president of AAATE, informed about the activities of AAATE (Association for the Advancement of Assistive Technology in Europe). 

The AAATE is the interdisciplinary pan-European association devoted to all aspects of assistive technology, such as use, research, development, manufacture, supply, provision and policy. Its mission is to stimulate the advancement of assistive technology for the benefit of people with disabilities, including elderly people. 
Its activities are networking, arranging conferences and workshops, issuing a journal on technology and disability, and setting up projects.

Plans for the future include a new member driven web page, new services such as a repository and portal services (AT Job market services, Member/Institution presentations, event calendar), and to promote education for AT and e-Accessibility (certification of AT qualification).

EDeAN’s activities

Pier Luigi Emiliani presented the EDeAN activities on design for all and how to interact with AT. EDeAN is the European Design for All e-Accessibility Network, with the mission to help achieve the European accessibility objectives and to stimulate activities in Europe within the area of Design for All, with particular focus on ICT and e-Accessibility.

Emiliani emphasized that “e-Inclusion” means both inclusive ICT and the use of ICT to achieve wider inclusion objectives, i.e. it encompasses both mainstreaming and assistive technology. 

There is a shift from an approach where inclusion in the ICT environment mainly is considered a problem of accessibility to systems and services and where accessibility problems are solved with adaptations, to an approach of two key concepts: universal access and Design for All.  Universal access is the right of all citizens of being included in the emerging information society, irrespective of functional, sensorial or cognitive activity limitations due to impairments, age or contextual situations. Design for All means the design of products and environments to be usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation or specialized design. In ICT the outcome of the process is not intended to be a singular design, but a design space populated with appropriate alternatives, together with the rationale underlying each alternative, that is, the specific user and usage context characteristics. 

A change of paradigm will take place, from equipment that is accessible or supports people to systems, services and applications that offer useful functionalities to users.

The AEGIS project

Karin Slegers, Katholikie Universitet Leuven, informed about the AEGIS project. The objectives of AEGIS is to

1)  To develop and evaluate infrastructure and accessibility frameworks necessary for deeply embedding accessibility into desktop, rich Internet application and mobile devices. 


2)  To propose these results to the appropriate standards organisations for adoption, as well as to make them available through open source as much as possible.

The AEGIS concept is to

· Specify and develop Open Accessibility Framework that builds support for accessibility directly into every step of mainstream ICT development process. 
· Enable development of embeddable assistive technologies which tie directly into this Open Accessibility Framework, leveraging the accessibility information encoded in these s/w applications – information that was encoded in the developer's tool through the use of pre-built user interface components. 
· To embed finally the above to an “accessibility value delivery chain.” 
Users are involved in all research & development phases: analysis, design, prototyping and evaluation.

AbilityNet

David Banes, AbilityNet, talked about how to share Assistive Technology expertise across networks and communities. 

AbilityNet notices a set of challenges for people working in the AT field:

· Centres of expertise are often national or regional in nature
· Users seeking drop in or on demand services
· Front line staff feel unable to respond to demands
· Legal need to accommodate users increasing
· Awareness and Information remain the biggest barriers to uptake
· Rural communities ill served
· Urban Communities over stretched
· Need to reduce carbon footprint
· Demand will always outstrip ability to supply
By building physical networks, achievements have come about:

· Individuals in the Community have access to specialist ICT equipment 

· Voluntary and Community organizations have accessible technology available in their centers to support any individual wishing to access IT 
· Individuals have access to accessible IT services within their local community. 

· Impact directly upon the lives of 29,000 people with a disability needing support to become digitally included. 

In addition, virtual networks have been built, by means of web community concepts such as Ning, Moodle, YouTube etc. 

Best solutions merge traditional and innovative practice, such as telephone, email, Web 2.0, Wiki etc. This will give a number of benefits:

· Legacy of skills and knowledge on local communities
· Supported by additional resources and intensive intervention
· Sustained through local funding sources often on a per user basis
· Sustained and maintained through virtual network to reduce overhead
· Maintenance of skills and knowledge through network
· Best solutions merge traditional and innovative practice
Discussion

· The approach presented by P-L Emiliani is good: we should go from focus on accessibility of a phone on a wall to focus on the ability to make a phone call. 

· However, context, needs and function should be taken into account for determination of the required approach.

EU and Member States support tools

EC support tools: FP7, CIP, studies

Francois Junique of DG INFSO H3 described the EU supported research and deployment programmes. FP6 and FP7 are ongoing long-term research programmes. Content of ICT for e-Inclusion in FP7 for 2011-2012 is to be defined. Ambient Assisted Living is a more short-term development programme. The deployment programme, i.e. for validating (not only at a technical level), implementation and demonstration of R&D-results, is ongoing: CIP and ICT PSP. Content of ICT for e-inclusion in CIP 2010 is also now to be defined. 

Examples of recent research projects on web accessibility are

· UWEM Assessment methodology on top of WCAG 

· Automatic large scale observatory (prototype) (EIAO) 

· Labeling schemes (CEN WSA) (Support-EAM) 

· Test suites for WCAG2.0 assessment tools (BenToWeb)

· Guidelines suitability analysis for Elderly (FP6 WAI-AGE)

· Adaptive web interfaces (FP6 DIADEM)

· Developers assessment methodology and simulation for rich web applications (FP7 AEGIS + Accessible) 

A current open call in the CIP programme calls for a thematic network on e-accessibility. The network is expected to collect and exchange experiences on key activities accompanying the introduction of e-accessibility specifications, technical solutions, and implementation of legal obligations. Its focus should be on web accessibility (50%), communication and audiovisual systems, and self-service terminals.

Organizing studies is another activity. Recent studies are

· MeAC: the situation of e-Accessibility in Europe (regulatory framework, web, …)

· ”Legal Study”, including overview of national web accessibility policies

Examples of current or future studies are 

· Monitoring of e-Accessibility in MS (MeAC follow-up),

· Web accessibility situation + WCAG2.0 plans in MS,

· Accessibility situation + WCAG2.0 compliance in EC sites, 

· Costs & Benefits of Accessibility, incl. Web accessibility (WCAG 2.0), ATM, Digital-TV, Total-Conversation (notably for Emergency services), 

· Internal market for inclusive & assistive ICT (market & legal analysis, mechanisms & barriers identification and recommendations for EU level measures).

Finally, Francois Junique invited the audience to come up with suggestions for 

· Further Research priorities? 
· Deployment of tested solutions?
· Standardisation support?
· Further Studies?
· Coordination and decision or advice 
(Working Groups) ? 

Standardisation

Martina Sindelar, DG ENTR, draw the attention to standards as a powerful tool to foster AT into mainstream technology. It must however be noted that awareness of standard comes rather late to R&D projects. Standards should be introduced very early in the development process, and we must find ways to improve this situation.  

EC has two instruments for standardization. One is support to individual standardization projects, collected in annual ICT Standards Work programmes.  For the current programme, Digital TV, geographical navigation systems and mainstreaming of AT are listed in the work programme. 

Issuing mandates is the other tool. Martina Sindelar described briefly Mandate 376 on accessibility requirements in public procurement. Mandate 376 is carried out in two phases, of which the first is near to be finished. Two reports are produced, one on current accessibility requirements used in public ICT procurements in the Member States, standards on ICT accessibility and ICT areas not covered by ICT standards. The other report describes conformity assessment systems and schemes having potential to be used for ICT accessibility standards. Preparations for the second phase have started. This phase shall produce a European Standard with functional requirements on ICT accessibility. Web accessibility is one main issue. Phase 2 shall also produce a support material to assist public ICT procurers in incorporating accessibility in their procurement processes.

Assistive technology

Inmaculada Placencia Porrero, DG Employment social affairs and equal opportunities, informed about the European activities in the field of assistive technology and the labour market.

The Directive 2000/78 on equal treatment in employment not only prohibits discrimination, but also require employers to provide reasonable accommodation to persons with disabilities. The scope of this directive is 

· access to employment, self-employment and occupation

· vocational guidance and training
· employment and working conditions, including dismissals and pay

· membership of organisations

A Study on provision of reasonable accommodation for persons with disabilities in the EU shows that too little has happened since last study 2003. A single market for AT exists, but there are still deficits in the AT market. Service delivery models are different and fragmented. People with disabilities have difficulties to understand what they are entitled to. As regards funding, the study found 82 public funding schemes in 29 countries, where 45 funding schemes are relevant for AT. This indicates that cost does not seem to be the biggest issue. Most of the provisions of AT are targeted to people with physical disabilities. Few provisions concern cognitive disabilities.

There are policy instruments available for AT at work. The Open Method of Coordination include guidelines, a Joint Employment Report and the Academic network of European Disability Experts (ANED). 

The UN Convention on the rights of persons with disabilities includes provisions on assistive technologies and access to work: 

· Art 4 on general obligations is about promoting the availability of assistive technologies and provision of information about assistive technology.

· Art 26 on habilitation and rehabilitation concerns promotion of availability, knowledge and use of assistive devices.

· Art 27 on work and employment concerns the right to work, prohibiting discrimination in employment, equal conditions of work and reasonable accommodation.

These provisions can however not be implemented, unless mainstream actions are in place.

Discussion

· Mandate 376 has political impact. It has already created expectations, and makes developers think about accessibility. 

· Transition of a development project from a pre-competitive phase into a business phase is often difficult. The process stops or at least there will be a delay. 

· There are examples of situations where proposals of building assistive features into mainstream products have been pushed back by AT industry, because then anyone can build an AT product. It turns out to be difficult to build accessibility into mass market products and at the same time provide support for AT vendors.  

Application domains – the way forward

Home based applications

Traditional computers and Web 2.0 applications

Shadi Abou-Zahra, W3C described W3C and WAI. He gave an overview of the WAI Accessibility Guidelines - Web Content (WCAG), Authoring Tools (ATAG) and User Agents (UAAG). Assistive Technologies belong to User Agents. 

Web sites with user generated content is a challenge for accessibility and interoperability with AT. Examples are tourist guides where visitors can submit opinions about hotels and restaurants. 

Shadi Abou-Zahra concluded that Web 2.0 and WAI-ARIA enable accessible web applications. The support from browser vendors is broad. More support is needed for AT. We don’t have many libraries of components. There is need for accessibility components to be used by AT in WCAG 2.0.

Mobile communications

John Gill, RNIB, presented briefly the research network COST 219 ter. 

He listed two triggering questions:

The first one is: considering the availability of powerful broadband technologies and the development of relevant scenarios, what are the obstacles that prevent us from producing practical applications? 

Key factors of the answer to this question are

· The weaknesses of legislation and standards make it difficult to motivate mainstream industry,
· The absence of knowledge about the user needs of people with disabilities in mainstream industry,
· Difficulty in coping with privacy and security, 
· Develop a meaningful business case for industry for inclusive design without using the word ‘disability’.
Gregg Vanderheiden commented that the US industry don’t like to hear the word “Universal design”, which is considered to be synonymous with “disability”. 

The second question is: what actions can the COST 219ter Community take to alleviate obstacles that prevent the development of practical applications? Key drivers are:

· Provide empirical rather than anecdotal evidence that evaluation makes products easier to use for everyone,
· Unify the disability community around a clear set of expectations, requirements and principles as an agenda for industry,
· Help formulate specific design requirements from user needs.
Digital TV and brown goods

David Johnston, Digital technology Advisory Ltd, talked about the accessibility of digital TV and “brown goods”.  

The good news for consumers are that the move to Digital TV across the world facilitates introduction of such improvements as Audio Description, Signing and Subtitles , as well as new leading edge improvements on usability.

The challenge is that in a complex menu structure plus multi day Electronic Program Guides (EPG), intuitive design is critical. As during country switchover 100% of households /100% of the population is affected. Design needs to be intuitive as a large percentage of the population could be left disadvantaged. 

Remote controls and EPGs are challenging for older and disabled people. Design and placements of buttons on a remote control need to be clear and logical. Use of common symbols and functions need to be standardised and used as a household could double the number of remotes to be used and learnt, not easy if you are elderly and/or disabled. EPGs need to be designed in such a way that there is consistence in usage and information regarding Audio Description, Signing, Subtitles.  It needs to be clearly and correctly displayed, as some consumers will think it’s them which are wrong, and leave them confused. Common open standards should be used.  

New technologies like text to speech and Audio Description need to be promoted and encouraged. In the near futures lie the following issues: 

· The roll out of government services via the TV  is beginning to be discussed by some member states.
· These need new set top boxes with a return path, built in and with phone lines near to the  TV (or wireless)  
· Onscreen menus and onscreen messages need to be intuitive and not frightening
· The Design of the remote controls needs to be standardised by key cluster.

· How are onscreen instructions available to those who cannot see the screen, but are the very people we need to target?

Johnston concluded that

· Manufacturers need to have clear open standards on usability to make product available pan European not county specific.
· Broadcasters need to understand what the Consumer needs (100% of consumer) and how the supply chain works.
· Governments and regulators need to give clear guidance and encouragements to industry but mindful of open standards and open markets.   
Smart homes and white goods

Gottfried Zimmermann, University of Tübingen, talked about the current and future situation of the accessibility of smart homes and white goods. 

The current situation is that

· Home appliances become increasingly complex 
· built-in user interfaces reflect complexity 
· appliances often come with small displays and soft keys 
· not accessible in general 
· Networked devices start to become available in high-end market 
· heterogenous networking technologies 
· missing middleware for AT interoperability 
There is a need for

· Integrated control platform 
· Middleware for AT interoperability 
· Pluggable user interfaces 
· One-size-fits all doesn't work for user interfaces 
· Enhanced Universal Design through personal UIs
· Support for 3rd party user interfaces via resource server 
Also Zimmermann mentioned remote controls as a problem area. He informed of a standard for remote controls ISO/IEC 24752. 

Zimmermann outlined the vision for the future:

· Pluggable user interfaces for everyone 

· tailored to the user's needs and preferences

· from the device manufacturer or from 3rd parties

· Integrated user interfaces for a complete service offering 
· seamless across devices and networks 
· at home or on the move 
· New era of Assistive Technology
· Focus on front-end solutions rather than specialized products 
· People with disabilities using mass-market products with their AT
· AT relieved from permanent catching up with mainstream industry 
Public applications

Employment issues

Sean Smith, Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs, UK, presented briefly the Business Taskforce on Accessible Technology BTAT). BTAT is a network of companies in Europe promoting e-inclusion in the workplace and for consumers. Its key goals are to promote the business case for accessible ICT, to shape standards and guidance for employers, to require ICT suppliers to meet the business need for accessible products and services and to promote disability competent IT profession. 

As a response to BTATs efforts, UK Government Strategy includes more on improving labour market status of disabled people e.g. skills. It also emphasizes employers key role, by a campaign on business benefits of employing disabled people, making employers–understanding the Disability Discrimination Act.

For today’s situation Sean Smith claimed that work on standards / best practice is excellent but…problem is now. Many systems currently in use will still be used in years to come.

HMRC have more than 600 AT users in over 100 offices using over 200 of our 800 legacy systems. What could be done to help them? AT tools are good, but want them to be better e.g. smaller footprint, more intuitive, stronger scripting facilities. IT supplier products are still of mixed quality / usability. There is no idea to wait for future standards. Basics should be built now, tested with AT and more support should be provided.

ATMs and transaction terminals

José Angel Martínez Usero, scientific director of INREDIS, outlined the status of ATMs. ATMs have been in wide use for many years. There is a trend that ATMs will offer not only cash dispenser services but also ticket purchases, surfing Internet etc. Will ATMs evolve to be more general access point for example to tourism and e-government services? 

Accessibility through user mobile devices for interacting with other devices or services is an accessibility trend. Users are familiar with the device, there are several connectivity protocols, and there are a wide range of pre-installed ATMs. 

Some ATMs provide integrated assistive technologies, but there are barriers such as lack of standardization, proprietary and closed systems, high cost and no consensus across networks of banks. ATMs do not include wireless communication technologies (NFC, WIFI and similar), and mobile devices do not combine NFC and WIFI or other potential solutions with accessibility characteristics. 

Martínez Usero predicted that in the near future we will see ubiquitous AT, based on open software. Different steps of technological development include downloadable ATs, portable ATs, embedded ATs and totally ubiquitous ATs.

“Stand alone” assistive technology

Thijs Soede, VILANS, Netherlands, talked about stand-alone assistive technology. 

Soede distinguished between complex systems with built-in, embedded intelligence such as robotics and haptic interfaces in robotics on one hand and non-complex design-for-all products, overlapping consumer products. 

Robotics are used, or are intended to be used, in several fields of healthcare, such as assistive technologies, medical intervention, rehabilitation treatment, preventive therapies and diagnosis, and in support of professional care. 

The field of robotics in healthcare is in its infancy. Industry, government and research can still exert influence. The most important is the need to bridge the difficult transitions from laboratories to trials and from trials to regular healthcare practice. Addressing ethical and legal problems should be an integral part of any research programme in this field.

Soede’s institute has carried out a number of studies on sensors and materials for use in the healthcare sector, such as optical glucose sensors and safe stent material.  

Soede informed about the USEM project, which empowers users to participate in standardisation. This is important for Mandate 376.

Closing discussion

Miguel Gonzalez-Sancho opened for feedback from the audience: what shall we look at?

Several participants argued that research activities should be scaled down. “Pick low hanging fruits first”. For some projects, progress is far away, for others the results are closer in time. 

 It might be the American way of doing it, but do field initiated research! Let “field initiation” be an award criterion with higher score; this is better than news value. Field initiated research is more likely to be easily implemented. 

Maybe there is a need for a research programme where a clear objective is not scientific results but to achieve products usable in real life. 

Encourage young researchers to ally with entrepreneurs. Entrepreneurs get stronger by that.

Space of time was another issue. There is much talk about long-term research projects. Smaller, more short-term ideas would be better. Industry wants projects which yield results in 2-3 years. Small scale projects do not necessarily need to be national. They can deal with implementation of results from large scale projects. EU can well finance such projects. 

Some dimension seems to be missing in the EU financing mechanism, although the research framework programme for ICT is in theory essentially innovation-oriented and in the context of e-Inclusion clearly focused on applications.

 A link is also missing between national research and EU level research. Some issues on the agenda for research might be distributed to the Member States or to regions.

Miguel Gonzalez-Sancho reminded of the open consultation on future e-Inclusion policy, where the audience could express their thoughts further (supported suggestions for inclusion of specific topics in CIP work-programme 2010 and in FP7 work-programme 2011-2012 can also be sent directly to the EC services). He thanked the speakers and the audience for a very interesting day, and the DG INFSO H3 staff for arranging the meeting. 

Summary

Assistive technologies is a key market segment for achieving one of the goals of e-Inclusion: to use ICT as a means of inclusion of people into the information society. 

The expert meeting on assistive technologies and e-accessibility show that AT is a market segment with problems seen from a European perspective: AT companies are small and with lack of solid business models. They are highly dependent on the service delivery part of the AT value chain, which is diverse across Europe. Different models are used for different AT products in different countries. This diversity makes it difficult for AT companies to reach economics of scale. Maintaining a European-wide distribution network represents an important cost for European Assistive Technology ICT companies. Local presence will be necessary.

Technology trends of the mainstream ICT provide other problems for AT vendors.  The cost to keep up with just the key mainstream technologies is a large cost for AT and contributes to its price. In addition, many new mainstream products have no AT adaptations for them. A part of the solution would be better support for AT, including a need to provide a market for AT through purchase regulations (requiring accessibility) and collaborative development.

Ongoing initiatives, such as the network “Raising the Floor” and the Accessibility Interoperability Alliance address the issue of support to the AT industry.  Also networks of industry, users and other stakeholders such as AAATE, EDeAN and the AEGIS project are forums to advance the progress of the AT sector. 

Representatives of the European Commission informed of the instruments available from the Commission: funding of research and deployment programmes and standardization activities, notably the mandate 376. An overview of funding schemes for disabled users to buy assistive technology was presented. 

Short presentations of the status and way forward of a set of technologies were given: Web 2.0 applications, mobile communications, digital TV and brown goods, smart homes and white goods, employment issues, ATMs and transaction terminals, and stand alone assistive technology. 

In the closing discussion it was argued that research activities should be scaled down from large-scale long-term science-focused projects to smaller, short- or medium-term project with focus on achieving results which can be used in real life. This would make transition from the pre-competitive phase into the business phase easier than today, where there often in a stop or delay. 

It was noted that some dimension seems to be missing in the EU financing mechanism. A link is missing between national research and EU level research. Some issues on the agenda for research might be distributed to the Member States or to regions.
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Expert meeting on Assistive Technologies and e-Accessibility

25th of March 2009 

(Avenue de Beaulieu 29, Brussels – room 0/08)

The meeting will explore ways to better implement ICT assistive features, either as part of mainstream technologies or in assistive technologies. Different aspects will be addressed (technical, market, legal), from the perspective of relevant constituencies (users, industry, authorities). 

The European Commission would like to facilitate an exchange views and experiences in view to identify possible coordination or supporting actions, including at European level. 

This is intended to be an interactive meeting. Presentations will be very concise and intended to stimulate discussion.

Annex 1
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25th of March 2009 

(Avenue de Beaulieu 29, Brussels – room 0/08)

09.30
Registration and coffee

09:50
Welcome and objectives of the meeting



M. Gonzalez-Sancho










(UNIT INFSO H3)

Presenting the challenges

10:00 – 11:15
Setting the scene







· Impact of technology trends on e-Inclusion policy and practice
Gregg C. Vanderheiden

· Fragmentation of the AT industry - how to improve

Carmen Pastor

competitiveness

· Key barriers for users





Peter Brass

· Discussion

11:15 – 11:45
Industry perspectives 

· AT industry opportunities and challenges



Adam Wing

· Specific market factors limiting the development and use of 
Michiel Van Schaik
technology to improve the lives of the visually impaired


· Discussion

11:45 – 12:00
Coffee break

Ongoing initiatives and how to solve the challenges

12:00 -  12:45
The AT Market Value-Chain

· "Raising the floor" initiative




Gregg C. Vanderheiden


· Accessibility interoperability Alliance – AT and AT interfaces
Andreas Erbert

· Social service providers





Steve Barnard

· Discussion

12:45 – 13:30
Industry coordination and cooperation with stakeholders

· AAATEs activities in the AT field and their current

Anna Liisa Salminen
opening to industry participation


· EDeANs activities on design for all and how to interact

Pier Luigi Emiliani
with AT









· AEGIS-project






Karin Slegers

· Sharing Assistive Technology Expertise across networks and 
David Banes

communities – The Experience of AbilityNet in the UK


· Discussion


13:30 – 14:15
Lunch

EU and Member States support tools

14:15 – 15:00
EU and MS support tools

· EC support tools: FP 7, CIP, studies



Francois Junique








(UNIT INFSO H3)

· Standardisation activities 




Martina Sindelar 








EC (DG ENTER)

· Funding schemes for disabled users to buy assistive technology 
Inmaculada Placencia
across MS - challenges and opportunities



EC (DG EMPL) 

· 
Discussion




Application domains - the way forward

15:00 – 16:00
Home based applications

· Traditional computers and WEB 2.0 applications
 

Abou-Zahra Shadi

· Mobile communication and COST 219



 
John Gill

· Digital-TV and brown goods




 
David Johnston

· Smart house and white goods





G. Zimmermann

· Discussion

16:00 – 17:00
Public applications

· Employment issues





 
Sean Smith

· ATMs and transaction terminals




Jose Á. Martinez Usero

· "Stand alone" assistive technology – future R & D


Mathijs Soede

· Discussion

17:00 – 17:15
Conclusions and end of meeting
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