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The eAccessibility challenge

Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) are now a central feature of many aspects of life in Europe.  The majority of jobs in the EU involve working with ICTs - across the EU as a whole, more than one-half of all workers use computers as part of their work and this figure rises to more than three-quarters in some countries.  Many public and private services are provided through ICTs (on the web, through mobile phones, via call centres and so on).  Telecommunications play a fundamental role in everyday social interaction.  This pervasiveness of ICTs presents both new challenges and new opportunities for people with disabilities.  

ICTs present positive opportunities to make tasks and activities in the workplace and in everyday life better matched to the needs of people with disabilities in particular, and to all in general, including a large and growing number of older people.  Both mainstream ICT products and services and specially-designed assistive technologies have contributions to make in these areas.  On the other hand, without careful consideration and design, commonly used ICT equipment, applications and services may pose new (eAccessibility) barriers to people with disabilities and thus present new challenges to their participation in many everyday activities.

eAccessibility has been receiving increased policy attention in Europe and internationally in recent years and the European Commission has referred to this goal as “a social, ethical and political imperative.”
  A variety of policy approaches and measures have emerged, utilising legislative, regulatory and other mechanisms to address aspects of eAccessibility.  Some approaches directly address eAccessibility and explicitly reference it; others include eAccessibility within their scope, whilst not directly referencing it. 

In the European Union, several Directives include provisions that potentially may be used to enforce eAccessibility.  However, the impact of their transposition into national legislative and regulative practice, and the extent to which the eAccessibility dimension is addressed, is variable across the Member States.  More generally, there has been a lack of integrated and complementary approaches that link together the existing patchwork of policy measures and maximise potential synergies between them to address eAccessibility.  

As such, there is a pressing need to take stock of the current situation across the European Member States and examine how efforts at EU and national level may be reinforced in a coherent manner.  Collation of information on developments in the relevant policy fields, and the exchange and synthesis of experiences across countries and policy areas is a crucial first step to address these issues. 

The workshop theme

The workshop will aim to contribute to this process by bringing together key players and stakeholders in the field from across Europe and internationally.  New information on developments in the Member States in key policy fields will be presented to inform the deliberations.  The focus will be especially on the role that measures in the equality and anti-discrimination fields may play in helping to achieve eAccessibility.  Other measures such as public procurement, universal service in telecommunications, other forms of direct obligation on the ICT industry, and assistive technology services will be examined, and the possible synergies between these various approaches will be explored.
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Disability legislation and policy

Most countries have a more or less well-developed set of public policies aimed at supporting people with disabilities in various aspects of life.  There has been a growing trend to reinforce such approaches with disability-specific legislation.  Typically, the eAccessibility theme tends not to be specifically identified or referenced in these policy or legislative approaches, although there are exceptions.  Nevertheless, the potential scope of these approaches to supporting the achievement of eAccessibility needs to be explored.  In addition, the linkages and potential synergies between disability-specific legislation and policy, on the one hand, and policies in other fields warrant examination.

Equality Legislation

There has been a substantial growth in the implementation of equality legislation in Europe and other parts of the world.  Some is specifically dedicated to people with disabilities (e.g. in the US, UK and Australia)) and some explicitly includes people with disabilities as one group (amongst others) that are covered in the legislation.  In Europe, as a result of the EU Directive in 2000 (2000/78/EC) on “Establishing a general framework for equal treatment in employment and occupation," Member States have implemented or will implement equality legislation in the field of employment.  People with disabilities are specifically included within the scope of this, along with other groups that may experience discrimination (for example, in relation to age).  The EU Directive includes a requirement that employers make "reasonable accommodations" to ensure equality of access to employment for people with disabilities.  As regards appropriate measures that may need to be taken, specific mention of adaptation to equipment is made in the Preamble.

In addition, some Member States have implemented equality legislation relating to access to services and technologies for people with disabilities.  Other countries such as the US and Australia have implemented notable examples of equality legislation for people with disabilities.

Equality legislation has the potential to make an important contribution to the achievement of eAccessibility across Europe.  The degree to which this will be achieved in practice will depend on how the legislation is implemented in the Member States and on the extent to which eAccessibility is given visibility and attention in this context.  

Other approaches, including specific sectoral obligations

Assistive Technology Services

"Assistive Technologies" are technological supports that help people with disabilities surmount barriers they experience in everyday life, including barriers in education and in the workplace.  Some are designed to provide solutions to new accessibility challenges posed by ICTs and others involve innovative applications of ICTs to overcome challenges faced in the wider environment, such as at home, at school and in the workplace.  All Member States have some degree of public sector support for provision of Assistive Technology, including supports offered directly to disabled people and supports to employers accommodating the needs of disabled people.  Current levels of public support for Assistive Technology vary widely across Europe.

Telecommunications

eAccessibility issues are addressed in both the "Regulatory Package" that was adopted in 2002 to provide a regulatory framework for electronic networks and services and in the Radio and Telecommunications Terminal Equipment (R&TTE) Directive of 1999.

Two Directives in the Regulatory Package (the Framework Directive and the Universal Service Directive) have specific provisions dealing with disabled users.  The Framework Directive (2002/21/EC) puts an onus on National regulatory Authorities to address the needs of disabled users as well as other users.  The Universal Service Directive (2002/22/EC) provides for a range of specific provisions to enable disabled people to have access to and use of telecommunications.   In practice, however, it seems that the extent to which legislation and regulations in the Member States address the telecommunications needs of disabled users varies widely, as does the extent of provision for accessibility by telecommunications service providers.

The R&TTE Directive includes an article that provides scope for introducing requirements that certain radio and telecommunications equipment be made in such a way that they support features to facilitate their use by people with disabilities.  Possibilities for action in this area are currently being explored at the European level.

Obligations on the public sector

There are examples of eAccessibility obligations being placed on public sector organisations in various ways across Europe and internationally.  One theme is eAccessibility of public services, with a lot of current attention focusing on public web sites.  Another theme that is gaining increased importance is the inclusion of eAccessibility in public procurement.  The public sector accounts for a substantial proportion of total employment in Europe as well as being a major provider of services of public interest.  The updated EU Public Procurement Directives specifically reference accessibility of ICTs as something that can and should be included as a requirement in public procurements.  Again, the extent to which this will contribute to eAccessibility in practice will depend on whether and how public procurement regulations, and procurers themselves, give attention to eAccessibility.  Finally, there are varying provisions for eAccessibility in access to education across Europe and internationally.

Obligations on ICT industry

Apart from obligations that may be placed on the telecommunications and broadcasting sector in the context of universal service regulations, some countries, notably the US, have implemented legislation that places direct obligations on the ICT industry to provide accessible products and services.  Examples from the US include the Telecoms Act of 1996 and the Television Decoder Circuitry Act of 1990.  

Obligations on other sectors

Finally, the imposition of obligations in relation to eAccessibility on other sectors (e.g. private service providers) is also beginning to emerge, although this approach has not yet diffused very widely.  

Workshop aims

The aims of the workshop will be to:

· present an overview of the current situation across Europe and in other countries

· examine the scope and potential impacts of the equality and other approaches

· examine the synergies between the various approaches

· present examples of developments in the relevant policy fields from across the Member States, as well as best practice examples

· discuss with policy-makers, persons with disabilities, and practitioners the key issues, challenges and opportunities in these fields

· identify ways to encourage better utilisation, synthesis and assessment of the opportunities presented by these policy approaches.
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