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Introduction to the European Disability Forum.  

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. 

Disabled people in the Information Society

With the rapid technical development of information and communication technology, and the important role played by Information Society in work, leisure, education, culture and other areas of society, it is vital that measures are taken to ensure that society reflects this development to the benefit of disabled people in all countries. 

The potential of the Information Society is to create a much more inclusive society and indeed disabled people stand to gain disproportionately from effective participation. But 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. 

For instance, the development of new computer technology has dramatically reduced blind peoples’ ability to use personal computers – while 99% of PCs could be used by blind users in 1990, only 1/3 are accessible today.  Digital TV is less accessible than analogue

Digital;  switch over is excluding an  additional 4.4% of viewers because it is less accessible.  
Access to ICT is a Right for Disabled People
Access to information is a vital element to ensure equal participation in and access to the information and knowledge based society for  people with disabilities. Disabled people have the same rights as non-disabled people to access to government goods, services and systems, but are  heavily affected by the so called "digital divide", i.e. the gap between those who benefit from the information and knowledge based society and those who do not. 

Disabled people have only partial access to information and communication technologies, especially disabled people with a sensory and cognitive impairment, due to a lack of  consideration for the specific functional requirements of disabled people.

Without user participation to ensure that disabled peoples’ interests are taken into consideration in light of technological advances disabled people are left behind and excluded.

What are the main technological, economical and societal developments that public authorities have to take into account while preparing the Information Society policy initiative for the next five years?

eInclusion is essential to ensuring the Lisbon goals and the social and technological sustainability of eEurope.

Disabled people make up 10% of the population of Europe; ICT research and development must take on board the access needs of disabled people to ensure against their continued social exclusion and to facilitate their inclusion into mainstream employment and into all spheres of life where ICT has an impact.

ICT must adopted the design for all approach and incorporate key access features into mainstream equipment and services; in this way new technologies will meet the access needs of not just disabled persons but of a growing ageing population, of persons with lower level literacy and of children.

Affordability of new technologies is another fundamental requirement essential to einclusion.  Assistive technologies will always be important to facilitate access to new technologies by many disabled persons but a larger percentage of disabled people can and do benefit from the access features incorporated into the mainstream systems.  This approach increases the choice of products and services available to the population of disabled people and also lowers the cost of products and services available to disabled persons.

Interoperability of ICT systems must equally apply to accessibility features in respect of equipment and services.  European criteria and standards are needed to promote interoperability, accessibility to mainstream systems as well as to ease of  connections for disabled persons who use assistive technologies.

Some of the obstacles which interoperability can help to address include:- 

-In Hardware design – for example, the lack of interoperability between text telephones across Europe.   The next generation of text telephones must comply with the existing European access standards as must new mobile phones ensuring the mobile telephony equipment can send and receive real time character by character information and that the interfaces are accessible for sensory impaired persons.

-Lack of access and interoperability to the emergency service number 112.  Each Member State has a different system in respect of emergency service access for disabled persons and in many cases there is no adequate system in place to assure access to the service. The “112” number should be available to persons with disabilities with the equipment they use for telephone communication and action must be taken by the Member States to remove existing technical difficulties, e.g. by replacing old terminals. 

Actions  which are taking place at national level to these address problems will lead to further fragmentation and further lack of interoperability in the market.

It is essential for regulators to require network operators and terminal equipment manufacturers to co-operate in order to facilitate access by disabled users to electronic communications services and secure interoperability of the respective systems and services.

Do you agree with these 8 clusters as the most relevant and comprehensive for the strategy up to 2010? Do you identify others? What would be your Top 3 priority clusters and why?

The Commission communication (COM(2004) 757 final has clearly identified the priority areas among the eight clusters presented in the communication.

For EDF the top three priority clusters would be:-
eInclusion

eInclusion is absolutely essential to ensuring the information society is developed in a way to promote the inclusion and independence of disabled people and not to build further obstacles and barriers which exclude disabled people.

Accessibility to ICT must be a key component of eInclusion and must be promoted horizontally across all aspects of the European information society activities.
Interoperability

European criteria and standards are needed to promote interoperability, accessibility for disabled persons to mainstream systems.  The information  society operates in a  global market with a need for different modes of communication to interconnect across Europe and internationally.   Disabled persons must be secure equal access to the different modes of communication.   Networks, services and terminals must be accessible and provide an equivalent service to all users regardless of their needs and preferences be enabling, delivery of information through various modes- audio streams, video streams, pictures and images, and connection to assistive devices.  Action must also be taken to ease interconnectivity between mainstream equipment and services and assistive technologies used by disabled persons.

Public Services

On-line services provide an important opportunity to promote inclusion and  facilitate access to information and consultation of disabled users by public authorities.  However, this opportunity can only become a real opportunity so long as the on-line services are fully accessible to disabled persons and fully respect the WAI guidelines.

In each of your top 3 priority areas, what are the priority actions to be launched by national policy agendas or by EU level initiatives (regulation, legislation, pilot projects, raising awareness, exchange of best practices)?
EDF considers that the priority actions to be launched at EU level relate to regulation, legislation and awareness raising.

The existing legislation in public procurement and electronic communications, also strongly supported by EU non-discrimination legislation in the field of employment, provides some important opportunities.

EDF wishes first to see effective use and implementation of these legal instruments by the Member States and stakeholders concerned and, second to see the further strengthening of accessibility requirements in the EU public procurement legislation and the legislation on electronic communication technologies – both equipment and services.

In relation to electronic communications, it makes sense from a users perspective to bring the electronic communications legislation on  equipment & services and content together under one common legislative framework – the current artificial divide in the legal framework makes no sense to consumers and reduces the effectiveness of implementation.

Without doubt the top priority for must be access for disabled persons to emergency services. In particular, work must begin without delay to install real time text communication in all emergency call centres across Europe together will comprehensive training of emergency call centre staff on how to receive and respond to emergency calls from disabled people.

Voluntary commitments on access for disabled people made by industry have an important role in awareness raising and are a demonstration of corporate social responsibility and have a place in promoting social inclusion for disabled persons. 

However, voluntary commitments must not and cannot be a substitute for comprehensive non-discrimination legislation.
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