QUESTIONNAIRE RESPONSE FROM RNID

ABOUT RNID

RNID (Royal National Institute for Deaf People) is the largest charity representing the 9 million deaf and hard of hearing people in the UK. As a membership charity, we aim to achieve a radically better quality of life for deaf and hard of hearing people. 

Further information on RNID can be obtained through our Information Line. For the UK only, telephone: 0808 808 0123, textphone: 0808 808 9000, email: informationline@rnid.org.uk, website: www.rnid.org.uk
According to you, 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?

Millions of people in Europe have a disability and we live in an ageing society in which, as the background information for this questionnaire points out, in some Member States close to 40 per cent of the population will be older than 65 years in 2020. 

In the case of hearing impairment, 81,536,000 adults have a hearing loss in Europe. By 2015 the figure will be 90,588,000. This means that more than one in seven adults in Europe will have hearing problems.

In fact, the concept of fully ‘able bodied’ or ‘normal’ citizens is meaningless since all citizens have different needs and preferences. 

Since we live in an Information Society, where we have seen a proliferation of information and communication services as well as systems and devices that deliver these, the ability to access and use these services is absolutely imperative in order for people to participate fully in society. Information Society technologies have the potential to transform the lives of deaf and hard of hearing people by removing existing barriers to opportunity and fulfilment in employment, social life and entertainment alike. Nevertheless, there are still a great number of difficulties and obstacles that deaf, hard of hearing and speech-impaired people face in accessing the Information Society.
Industry must base their products and services on design for all principles and multi modal information delivery to ensure all citizens, regardless of abilities and disabilities, have access to Information and Communication Technology. We very much welcome the European Commission’s proposal to produce an eAccessibility communication. Public authorities must act on the communication by encouraging industry to increase accessibility to ICT this through tools such as legislation, public procurement, benchmarking and initiating, stimulating and funding research.

The business benefits of providing ICT equipment based on design for all principles and fully accessible services are substantial. In the UK it is estimated that the spending power of disabled people is £50 billion
.

The economic impact and benefit of accessibility are also very significant. For example, in the case of television subtitling, the UK telecoms and broadcasting regulator in the UK, Ofcom, in their Regulatory Impact Assessment, calculated that the benefit of subtitling to individual viewers equates to viewing a video each week at a rental cost of £5 (7.12 euro). Given the fact that people in the UK watch nearly four hours of television a night RNID believes that this calculation based on hiring one video a week grossly underestimates the benefits of subtitling. However, even on the basis of this assertion Ofcom still calculated that the annual economic benefit of subtitling in the UK equates to £260 million based on the 1 million people who use subtitles all the time (389.6 million euro)
. RNID would argue that given that people watch an average of 3 and a half hours of TV a night, Ofcom’s Impact Assessment should be based on a video a night- i.e. £35 a week. On this basis the benefit would equate to £1.72 billion (2.58 billion euro).

Subtitling is a very successful and growing industry in countries like the UK where there is a high demand for the service (thanks to legislation ensuring high levels of subtitling on major TV channels). The cost of providing the service is falling all the time thanks to new technology and this high demand.

Services such as subtitling and interactive texting do not just benefit deaf and hard of hearing people but all citizens. For example, subtitling is an important service for people watching television in second language, children learning to read, people with learning difficulties and also for people in their daily lives such as those watching TV in a loud environment.

Also, consider the huge popularity of the Short Messaging Service (SMS) amongst all mobile phone users as well as services such as Instant Messaging on the internet. SMS was only introduced by mobile operators to take up some spare capacity in the network and yet now UK mobile owners send 58 million text messages on a typical day. 

A massive 20.5 billion SMS messages were sent over the four main mobile networks in the UK in 2003, according to the Mobile Data Association, with 1.9 billion sent in December alone. Indeed, a recent survey in the UK found that text messages have superseded phone calls as the most common use for a mobile phone among young people. Given this, interactive texting facilities would be a very popular feature with SMS users. 

Therefore, subtitling on television and interactive text communication on telecommunications networks and services are vital to give the one in seven deaf and hard of hearing people in Europe access to the Information Society. However, it is also important not to pigeon hole these technologies but rather introduce them into the mainstream for to the benefit of all consumers.

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?

All the clusters identified in the consultation document are important. RNID would identify content and services, eInclusion and citizenship and skills and work as priority areas to remove barriers to the Information Society for deaf and hard of hearing people. However, we also have comments on some of the other clusters identified.

4.1.
Content and services

Deaf and hard of hearing people need subtitling in order to have access to audio visual content while sign language users require presentation of content in sign language and interpretation of spoken content into sign language. 

However, there are very low levels of subtitling and sign language on television in most European countries and an absence of legislation to ensure that such services are provided. However, in countries with legislation ensuring high levels of television subtitling, such services are heavily used. In the UK, 1 million people use subtitles all the time when watching TV while a further 4 million people use them regularly. In total nearly 23 % of the UK population use subtitles at least sometimes. RNID research shows that these figures would be higher if there was more promotion of subtitling services and they were easier to access.

Another problem that affects deaf and hard of hearing people is the absence of subtitling and sign language interpretation on the increasing amount of video content on the web. This problem is bound to become more problematic as use of broadband spreads and web TV and downloading of films and programmes from the internet becomes more popular.

As the background information for this questionnaire points out “A large number of users now have access to infrastructure and services which allow the delivery of many types of digital content. This means that there are huge market opportunities in the development of attractive content and services that will benefit both the user and the economy. Yet, progress in this area is slow.”

Digital technology makes the provision of high quality assistive services, such as subtitling, easier. Furthermore, the cost of providing subtitling is very cheap when set against overall programme costs and is falling all the time thanks to new technology such as voice recognition. Subtitling is a flourishing business in countries such as the UK where there is a high demand for the service.

As the 2003 CENELEC ‘TV for All’ report shows there are a number of technical standardisation requirements necessary to give disabled people access to digital television.

A great area of difficulty for deaf and hard of hearing people in telecommunications, is in communicating with people using telephones.  SMS on mobile devices is being used extensively by this user group, but it fails to provide interactive communication and its reliability is not guaranteed.  This is especially an issue in emergency situations. 

Textphones which support interactive texting services have been used as a way of communicating in text over the telephone network and giving deaf, hard of hearing and speech impaired people equivalent access to the telephone network as voice users. A universal interactive texting solution is technically straightforward to achieve. The problem is with implementation − currently there are different, incompatible technical protocols covering text communication on mobile and fixed line phones and the internet. At present, textphones are expensive, not widely available and work on a range of incompatible systems.

However, textphones are often expensive and such interactive text-based communication is unfortunately very poorly supported on mobile networks. There are also problems with compatibility between textphones especially across national boundaries.

RNID Typetalk offers a Relay service that translates between voice and text when a deaf person calls a hearing person in the UK.  Unfortunately this service is not widely available to users of mobile telephones and there is lack of equivalent services in other European countries.

In the UK at least one mobile operator plans to offer interactive texting on a range of handsets.  Communication with existing textphones will be via gateways.

Hard of hearing people using voice services also face many problems. Electromagnetic radiation from mobile phones causes interference with hearing aids and mobile phones are often not often accessible because of an absence of adequate loop, speaker and volume control facilities, for example.
In the UK and much of Europe there is a shortage of sign language interpreters to provide communication support deaf sign language users for meetings and appointments. It is for this reason that RNID is offering a video interpreting service in the UK to try and combat the shortage of qualified interpreters by making their services available over a videophone. 
By reducing the need for interpreters to travel, we hope that video interpreting can increase the number of deaf people that have access to an interpreter. We are placing 50 videophones at different sites across the country to determine the effectiveness of the service and contribute to improvements and quality standards. The service is not intended as a replacement for face to face interpreting support, but can be used for meetings that are short notice, one to one and/or less than 30 minutes.

4.2.
eInclusion and citizenship

The eInclusion and citizenship cluster is the most important, directly relevant, one for deaf and hard of hearing and disabled people in general.

We very much support the assertion that “eInclusion policies should ensure digital literacy for everyone in society. They should ensure that technologies are easy to use and provide content and services to prevent new digital divides from opening up.”

In particular eInclusion policies must tackle the following issues affecting deaf and hard of hearing people;

· inaccessible equipment and networks which do not support assistive services such as television subtitles and interactive texting across telecommunication environments

· low quantities of assistive services such as subtitling and sign language and audio description, for blind and partially sighted people, on broadcast and also internet video and TV content 

· higher levels of social exclusion and poverty which means they are unable to afford to take advantage of the information society
RNID very much welcomes initiatives such as the Inclusion Committee (INCOM) and proposed EU eAccessibility Communication to address these problems and we very much hope they will be acted upon.

4.4. Skills and work

Access to the information society for disabled people is absolutely essential to fulfilling the Lisbon goals of social inclusion of disadvantaged groups.  

Yet, as the European Disability Forum (EDF) points out, people with disabilities represent 15% of the active population and must be given equal opportunities within the information society, the area of innovation and research, education, training and lifelong learning.  

RNID research in the UK reveals that 19 per cent of deaf and hard of hearing people are unemployed, compared with five per cent of the general population.  The together IT works was an innovative, award-winning project developed by RNID in partnership with Barclays Bank to address this waste of talent. The project, which operated across the UK, provided opportunities for deaf and hard of hearing people to gain access to the IT skills and work-skills essential for competing in today’s job market.

The project was created to provide up to 1,000 fully accessible IT and work-skills training places that would enable deaf and hard of hearing people to meet their learning needs and those of the labour market. 

Barclays provided £1.4 million through its community investment programme to fund together IT works over three years.  This commitment was part of the bank’s on-going support for people with disabilities.

The project also created opportunities for Barclays and other corporate staff to volunteer as mentors or e-mentors to deaf and hard of hearing people who are looking for work or who want to develop their careers. Volunteers have provided work experience and work-shadowing placements to help jobseekers prepare for the responsibilities, opportunities and experiences of the modern workplace.  Over the past three years 276 deaf and hard of people have secured work experience.
together IT works focused on an essential skill, digital literacy, and set out to transform the training of Information Technology to deaf and hard of hearing people. It addressed an access issue that many mainstream training providers choose to ignore – the need to communicate effectively with people who are not able to listen to a tutor and watch the screen at the same time, may not be able to hear the tutor without technical or human communication support, and may not even have English as their first language. 

To promote the UK-wide training programme, Barclays and RNID created the together IT works website (www.togetheritworks.org.uk)- the first website to be translated into British Sign Language.   The website also complemented the work of the project by sign-posting deaf and hard of hearing people to our team of Employment Advisers, who provide one to one advice and guidance and job-search support.  This made an effective link between training and employment, and our statistics show that at least 15 % of clients receiving IT and work-skills training have subsequently gained employment and 53% have secured a positive outcome such as work experience or further education.

The underlying principle of together IT works was sustainability.  It is vital that projects have an impact beyond their operational life in order to effect lasting change.  The sustainable elements of together IT works are:

· a partnership model which will be profiled on the RNID website and show what can be done to change attitudes and remove barriers to learning 

· a DVD and CD Rom available to deaf and hard of hearing learners and their hearing tutors, which takes concepts of IT terminology and translates them into British and Irish sign language

· a guide to volunteering for organisations who want to increase diversity in the workplace and are keen to engage with deaf and hard of hearing people

· a sustainable network of IT trainers for deaf and hard of hearing people which will be profiled on the website and added to as more training providers become deaf aware 

Information and Communication Technology has the potential to transform the working lives of deaf and hard of hearing people. However, the fact that so much mainstream ICT equipment and services are inaccessible and assistive technologies are expensive and not interoperable, creates further barriers to disabled employees and customers rather than bringing down existing ones. 

Other Clusters

RNID’s prioritisation of content and services, eInclusion and citizenship and work and skills notwithstanding we also have comments on some of the other clusters.

4.3.
Public services

The development of an Information Society has seen the proliferation of networks and terminals through which public services can be accessed. That means that mobile and wireless platforms, but also for example digital television could act as portals to public services. 

The use of various platforms and a plethora of terminals and handsets to provide access to public services are not just an add on service. Rather they play a vital role in achieving the critical objective to reach as many citizens as possible. 

Therefore, public services through the web, television, telephone and telecoms handsets must be fully accessible to all users through all modes to suit everyone’s needs and preferences. 
4.5. ICT as a key industrial sector and 4.8 Exploitation of ICT by business

People with disabilities represent a massive market in Europe which is not being adequately catered for by ICT businesses (worth an estimated £50 billion in the UK alone). Furthermore, many assistive services targeted at disabled users have proved very popular with all consumers such as subtitling and interactive messaging services.

Businesses in the Information Society should be tapping into this market far more by producing services and equipment which support multi modal input and output and  content enriched with assistive services like subtitling, sign language and audio description.

4.6.
Interoperability
The absence of interoperability is obviously a very important general issue hampering the development of open, horizontal markets for content, services and terminals. 

However, the absence of interoperability also poses particular problems for disabled people. For example, as CENELEC’s ‘TV for All’ report on access to Digital TV notes; 

“For the disabled consumer and especially those with limited disposable income there are particular implications here. Little is to be gained if access to all platforms can only be gained through multiple set top boxes”

4.7.
Trust and dependability

For systems to be trustworthy and dependable for people with disabilities, they must equally secure and accessible regardless of their particular abilities and preferences and mode they choose to interact with the system through. They also need to be sure that their specific profile of abilities and preferences is not unduly disclosed and that the system won't compromise their choices because of their mode of interaction.

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)?

4.1 Content and services

The European Commission and member states must take steps to increase the amount of access services on broadcast content, which are at a very low level in most EU member states. One way to do this would be to establish a European benchmarking scheme to collate information on levels of access services, such as subtitling, in various countries and develop national action plans to increase them. 

This benchmarking scheme should also collate information on International, European and national technical standards on access to digital TV for disabled people to identify gaps.

In the field of telecoms RNIDs priority is the development of a universal interative texting solution in Europe.

One universally agreed way to include and use the text component in calls must be set out in all environments including proper call set up and routing, connection with existing textphones through gateways and  interoperability between different environments (see back cover).

The real time text component must be a part of mainstream telecommunication services and freely combinable with video and audio.

Emergency call mechanisms must support interactive texting and video with priority handling. Europe’s emergency service call centres need to take a lead in establishment of real time text access. Text and video relay services translating between voice and text must be developed in all member states, according to harmonised standards.

Mobile phones must offer a better user experience to hard of hearing people through high-quality microphones and speakers in combination with better volume controls and offer standardised connections for hearing loops.

Further reduction in interference between wireless devices and hearing aids following up recent rulings in America by the FCC.

Furthermore, an artificial dichotomy exists in EU legislation between networks and services and terminals which are regulated under separate directives. This needs to be replaced with end to end legislative approach which provides both accessible terminals and networks and services. 

One exception to this situation is digital TV networks and services and equipment which are covered under the Telecommunications Framework and Universal Service directives. This has created a unique opportunity to ensure accessibility in the area of broadcasting which must be acted upon by implementing the recommendations in CENELEC’s ‘TV for All’ and EU INCOM reports. 

4.2 eInclusion and Citizenship

RNID very much welcomes recent initiatives European initiatives on eAccessibility and eInclusion. We call on EU member states to support and take forward recommendations in the INCOM report and forthcoming eAccessibility Communication.

While we support the concept of eInclusion featuring as a horizontal element in all the action lines of the eEurope Action Plan, we feel that creating an ‘Information Society for All’ should also be a free standing, distinct action line to ensure that it is given adequate attention in the eEurope Action Plan. We feel that as featuring as an element within the other action lines has meant that it has been subsumed by other priorities.  

However, in order to realise this goal the eEurope strategy must go beyond the e-Inclusion measures in the various action lines, and establish a dedicated, comprehensive e-Inclusion action plan to tackle the technical, design, legal, social and economic barriers that disabled people face to their effective participation in the knowledge based economy and society.
4.4 Skills and Work

RNID supports moves to mainstream disability in the EUs Employment strategy. 

We back the EDFs call for the Lisbon agenda national action programmes proposed by the recent report on progress in meeting the Lisbon Agenda targets  by Wim Kok to take into consideration the social inclusion and non-discrimination strategies in the field of employment.
We also believe that a focus on key life priorities, such as enabling disabled people to gain and remain at work should be built into the assessment and evaluation criteria for Research Framework proposals.

Recommendations for other clusters
4.3. Public services

As public services are increasingly delivered through the web, television, telephone and telecoms handsets public authorities must ensure, particularly through tools such as public procurement and certification, that they are accessible to both disabled customers and employees through all modes to suit all preferences and needs. 

The above issues require action on both networks and terminals. However, important first steps in making ICT accessible to deaf and hard of hearing people can be made through public procurement. 

RNID welcomes the option to include accessibility in tender requirements in the new EU Public Procurement directive. RNID believes all public procurement should include accessibility/usability as key deliverables in tender documents; they should introduce accessibility criteria as part of the scope definition as well as being part of the evaluation criteria that define project success; certification needs to be developed in this field.
4.5
ICT as a key industrial sector and 4.8 Exploitation of ICT by business

The EU should also encourage commercial involvement in EU framework research projects on eInclusion by addressing problems of delays in payment and red tape. Furthermore, there should be a more flexible attitude from the European Commission towards companies involved in framework research programmes in the accessibility field by enabling them to provide more payment in kind (as opposed to cash), allowing them to get involved only in specific elements of framework programmes (as opposed to projects as a whole) and reducing the amount of form filling, assessments and interviews they have to take part in.

RNID very much supports the revised public procurement Directives which offer scope for contracting authorities to consider social and accessibility issues. We call on public authorities at all levels and regional assemblies positively implement these provisions to stimulate industry to produce accessible technology.
4.6       Interoperability

Any action taken at EU or national level to ensure interoperability through the development of open platforms in digital TV, telecommunications and other domains must take the needs of disabled people into account. 

In particular, disabled people should be able to use all access services and modes of communication regardless of what terminals and networks they are using.

The EU should enable groups representing disabled people to become more active in the work of the European standardization bodies- CEN, CENELEC and ETSI- by ensuring that they have a place on all relevant ICT working groups and task forces. Furthermore, the practice of charging money for some standards documents should be ended. All standards should be freely available on the internet to interested parties.

Please indicate if you agree to your contribution being published on our website?

RNID is happy for this response to be posted on the consultation website. 

� Disability Rights Commission, Open for All campaign


� Ofcom Consultation on the draft code on providing television services (December 2003) 
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