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About this report
30 million blind and partially sighted Europeans face unjust and unnecessary barriers in everyday life, which the EU has a vital role in removing. As yet, it has only partially completed this task and 30 million people, customers and citizens are therefore unable to access the everyday goods and services that most people take for granted.

This report explains what those barriers are, and goes on to give recommendations for what we urgently need the EU institutions to do about them. 

The report also includes information from a study we commissioned this year on the accessibility to blind and partially sighted people of the EU institutions’ own websites. Shockingly, our research has found that even the EU institutions themselves are routinely failing to make their information accessible to us. In particular, the European Commission and Council website pages tested were “far from” and “extremely” inaccessible, respectively.

The European Union ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities UNCRPD) in 2010 so it’s time for the EU institutions to stop turning a “blind eye” to our needs, and to start including us fully in society.
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It is society that excludes us; not blindness
As blind and partially sighted people, it is not our blindness, but rather, barriers in society that routinely exclude us from doing the things others take for granted. 
The technology and resources already exist to remove the obstacles we face. Now we need the EU institutions to show the political will to match the technology with appropriate laws.
But what do we mean by “exclusion”? 
Well, think of your day as a sighted person. 

You check the train times on your smart phone; buy a ticket to travel to work from a touch-screen ticket machine; see the sign for your train stop for work, and so get off there. 
At work you use the computer frequently and easily, checking emails and the internet for various pieces of information you need – you also do this on your smartphone or tablet. You probably use a range of apps to access various services; you read a book on your e-book reader on the way home or read your favourite newspaper online. 
You use the microwave to heat up a meal; put some laundry in the washing machine; then you might watch TV and go to bed. 

Now imagine you are blindfolded for the day.
Your smart phone is touch-screen so you can’t see the buttons or information to use it. (You’d be able to use it if it “spoke” the on-screen information to you, but that would mean buying a more expensive model.) 
You can’t buy a ticket to travel to work from a touch-screen ticket machine as, despite the technology existing to provide this, it does not have a facility to “speak” the on-screen information. 
You don’t see the sign for your train stop for work, and so don’t know when to get off. There are no audio announcements on your train. You may not find out about delays or cancellations.
At work you cannot use the computer because it is not equipped with text-to-speech screen-reading software. If it did have that equipment, you would still find that at least 90% of the websites you need to access are not designed to be used with that software. And yet it is possible to have websites designed so that you can use it; in fact international guidelines on how to do this have been in place for over 15 years.

You cannot read a book on your e-book reader on the way home, because the menus on the reader are not spoken, so you can’t find the book you want to read. You can use this great app that you downloaded earlier because it is not accessible.
You cannot use the microwave to heat up a meal- again: no spoken menu- the old ones used to be fine but the new models are mostly operated by visual digital display. And it’s the same with the washing machine; you find you can’t work out the programmes without sight.

You can’t find the TV programme you want to watch because the on-screen electronic programme guide does not “speak” to you either!  And if you could find the programme, that is if you were lucky enough to have one of the few accessible digital TVs and remote controls, then the chances of your favourite film including  “audio description”, which explains what’s going on between the dialogue, are extremely small. 
All of the above barriers, and many others, are not the unavoidable consequences of visual impairment. Technology which can make almost everything accessible, in ways undreamed of a few decades ago, is readily available now. And yet it is not being built in the design of everyday goods and services that all of us need to access.
Groundbreaking technology means that we are living through what should be a liberating, revolutionary era in which blind and partially sighted people enjoy life and are involved in society on the same terms as sighted people.
However, the reality (with some notable exceptions) is that public bodies and private companies are not routinely using this technology; in fact they have made their services and products accessible to us only when the law specifically requires them to do so. 
For example, the European Commission’s 2013 “Study on assessing and promoting e-accessibility final report” acknowledges the importance of legal obligations to ensure the provision of accessible telecoms, television and internet services.

For instance, in section 5 in the conclusions on page 119, the report says: 
“Based on the results presented in Chapters 2, 3 and 4, some common conclusions can be drawn in relation to the accessibility situation for each of the three domains (web, telecoms, TV). For each area of accessibility:

Better results seem generally to be achieved where there are specific obligations imposed in legislation and/or by regulators; in the absence of such obligations, there seems to be a lot less likelihood that the relevant market players will have implemented accessibility measures”

EBU President Wolfgang Angermann:
“The EU has competence to legislate to remove many of the barriers blind and partially sighted people face. Time is up! We look to this new Commission to deliver on promises to propose a European Accessibility Act.”

A just European Union should work for ALL citizens
The binding legal framework to which the EU must adhere, the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD)
, requires the EU to solve these problems systematically and fully. Four years after ratification of the Convention, there is an urgent need for action.

The European Blind Union has these past years urged the EU – Council, Commission and Parliament, to legislate to make goods and services accessible to blind and partially sighted people. 

But EU law still falls short of ensuring our right to full inclusion
1- In 2011, the Commission promised to propose an “EU Accessibility Act” in 2012
. Two years later we are still waiting.
2- The Commission has for many years promised action to make online/digital information accessible and there has been much talk about making “every European digital”, yet these words have been followed by inadequate action. The Commission’s proposed Directive on the Accessibility of Public Sector Bodies’ Websites, published in December 2012, only covers twelve public services. More worryingly, it fails to recognise the major switch from desktop to mobile access and the fact that apps are fast becoming the preferred route to access website content. Apps are often the easiest way to access a service or information, making them much easier to use than a website, including for blind and partially sighted people. Missing out on mobile web and apps is something that we cannot accept.
3- The EU institutions have not ensured that their own publications, consultations, websites and apps are accessible to us, despite our repeated calls for this to happen. This makes it very hard, or sometimes even impossible, for us to have our say in the legislative process. 
For example, on 26th September 2014 a German EBU member asked the European Commission representation office in Berlin for copies in large print, audio and braille, of the June 2014 European Commission report on the implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. The response was that the document was not available in these formats, and the respondent speculated that the format was “too special”.

A similar question to the European Parliament Office in Berlin received the answer that these formats could not be supplied, saying the task was “too complex”. 

This year we tested two apps launched by the European Commission: the Going Abroad app
 and Passenger Rights app,
 and found both to be inaccessible. When we tweeted Commissioner Sim Kallas about the inaccessibility of the ‘Going Abroad’ app in July, he suggested that we should access the content on the website instead, thus failing to recognise our right to access the app on mobile phones: see https://twitter.com/SiimKallasEU/status/484299729409703937 
Survey of EU institutions’ websites

In October 2014 we commissioned an expert to carry out three surveys; these are overview accessibility assessments of the websites of the European Parliament, Council and Commission, to uncover to what extent these sites met internationally recognised Web Content Accessibility Guidelines known as WCAG 2.0 Levels A and AA.

The survey looked in detail at the conformance of 19 key, well-visited pages of the European Parliament website, 29 from the European Commission and 17 from the European Council. The full survey is available in an annex to the present report; there are 3 reports, one for each institution. 

The headline results show that the European Council website is the worst offender. The survey analysis qualified it as “extremely inaccessible”.  Every page fails to meet at least four WCAG 2.0 Level single-A Success Criteria.  It seems that the Council is not clear about what accessibility means. Whole sections of its website carry really old code, and the pages studied showed entrenched bad practice.

The survey found the European Commission’s web pages to be “very far from accessible”.  Several of the assessed pages fail to meet multiple WCAG 2.0 Level single-A Success Criteria. The Commission’s web pages do not even have consistent coding from one page to the next, and there is a real need to train Commission survey-makers in the art of asking simpler questions! The survey also highlights that PDF versions of online public consultation forms are by and large inaccessible and cannot be used by screen reader users. Without any means of preparing for online form completion, many disabled people would simply be unable to complete the form within the time allowed. 

The European Parliament fares much better. It was found to have several accessibility problems, though often the instances of each one were few. However, some of these issues do create real barriers for some disabled site visitors, especially those with sight loss or impaired mobility. The survey shows that the Parliament has got some work to do, and needs to better understand which techniques to use to ensure accessibility. In particular, the survey shows that the Parliament ought to find a better video player.

Our call to action:
· The European Commission should propose, without further delay, a fully comprehensive “European Accessibility Act (EAA)” covering the accessibility of everyday goods and services in the Internal Market;

· The European Commission Proposal for a Directive on the Accessibility of Public Sector Bodies’ websites (which is still being discussed in Council) is not ‘fit for purpose’. It is based on a benchmarking exercise from 2001, and addresses only twelve types of services. It therefore excludes the vast majority of public services as well as the basic services that people use all the time, such as utilities, transport, postal services or financial services. It also fails to recognise that content is increasingly consumed on mobile devices. We urge the EU institutions to work together to widen the scope, as we have been advocating, so that this Directive can make a difference. 

· The European Commission; Council and Parliament should make their own websites, buildings, documents and public consultations accessible to us. We need to see a clear political commitment from all three institutions with a clear timetable to ensure that this is delivered.

· The EU must ensure that representatives of people with sight loss are actively involved in necessary standardisation work that will ensure the future accessibility of goods and services and a level-playing field for manufacturers. Appropriate funding must be allocated to such work to ensure the best possible results for all EU citizens. 

· “E-health” and mobile health (“m-health”): we urge the Commission to propose full and comprehensive legislation to ensure the accessibility of e-health and m-health products and services, including websites and apps, to all citizens.
· To improve access to reading, the EU and its Member States should quickly ratify the Marrakech Treaty
; 17 months after its adoption, the European Commission has yet to outline the various steps that will ensure a swift ratification process– this must be addressed and prioritised by the EU and Member States as the Treaty will only be effective once 20 parties have ratified it.

· The Audiovisual Media Services Directive
 only ‘encourages’ EU Member States to ensure that media service providers make their services accessible. As this is not an obligation, subtitling/audio description for TV programmes and films is not always, and in many EU countries rarely available. The Directive should be revised to make audio description and other disability access services (such as subtitling and signing) a mandatory requirement for broadcast TV programmes and the growing market of ‘on demand’ TV content; 
· The 2008 Proposal for a Council Directive on implementing the principle of equal treatment between persons irrespective of religion or belief, disability, age or sexual orientation (known as ‘Equal Treatment Directive’) 
, has been stalled in Council for the last 6 years
. We want the incoming European Commission to demonstrate strong leadership and ensure the swift completion of negotiations on this directive without further delay.
***
End notes
� Web Content Accessibility Guidelines version 2.0 were adopted in December 2008.





� �HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/digital-agenda/en/news/study-assessing-and-promoting-e-accessibility"�http://ec.europa.eu/digital-agenda/en/news/study-assessing-and-promoting-e-accessibility�





� Articles 9 and 21 in particular make requirements on signatories to ensure accessibility of information, ICT and transport systems


� HYPERLINK "http://www.un.org/disabilities/default.asp?navid=15&pid=150" �http://www.un.org/disabilities/default.asp?navid=15&pid=150�





� � HYPERLINK "http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-11-1533_en.htm" �http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-11-1533_en.htm�





� � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/transport/road_safety/going_abroad/index_en.htm" �http://ec.europa.eu/transport/road_safety/going_abroad/index_en.htm� 





� � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/transport/passenger-rights/en/mobile.html" �http://ec.europa.eu/transport/passenger-rights/en/mobile.html� 





� For more information on WCAG, see here � HYPERLINK "http://www.w3.org/WAI/intro/wcag" �http://www.w3.org/WAI/intro/wcag�





� The Marrakech treaty, agreed in 2013, will allow many more books in accessible formats such as large print, audio or Braille, to be sent across national boundaries to the visually impaired people who need them. But the EU must ratify it first! � HYPERLINK "http://www.wipo.int/treaties/en/ip/marrakesh/" �http://www.wipo.int/treaties/en/ip/marrakesh/�





� Directive 2010/13/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 10 March 2010 on the coordination of certain provisions laid down by law, regulation or administrative action in Member States concerning the provision of audiovisual media services (Audiovisual Media Services Directive), OJ L 95, 15/04/2010, p. 1–24


� Proposal for a Council Directive on implementing the principle of equal treatment between persons irrespective of religion or belief, disability, age or sexual orientation - COM(2008) 426 final – 2008/0140 (CNS) � HYPERLINK "http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52008PC0426&from=en" �http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52008PC0426&from=en� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.socialplatform.org/news/happy-5th-anniversary-of-the-equal-treatment-directive-proposal" �http://www.socialplatform.org/news/happy-5th-anniversary-of-the-equal-treatment-directive-proposal�  
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