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Access to Web Content: EU Governments’ Plans ‘A Disgrace’ says EBU President
Three years ago the European Commission published a draft Directive on the Accessibility of Public Sector Bodies' Websites. We thought the proposal was far too limited so we were pleased to see the European Parliament overwhelmingly adopt a significantly amended text in February 2014. Today we are shocked to see how EU governments are actively emptying the directive of its meaningful content. 
Discussions continue behind closed doors ahead of the forthcoming Council of ministers; however a recent draft prepared by the Luxembourg Presidency [1] shows that EU governments intend to stop millions of disabled EU citizens from accessing the kind of digital content that everyone else now takes for granted. 
Amongst other things the proposals suggest that apps and existing downloadable documents (e.g. PDF, Word, etc.) would not have to be made accessible. In addition governments want a very narrow definition of ‘public sector body', which would only cover the State, regional or local authorities and exclude other bodies governed by public law. Intranet and extranet services would also be excluded, which would put disabled staff at a significant disadvantage.
European Blind Union (EBU) President Wolfgang Angermann reacted “This is a disgrace. Our governments are blatantly ignoring our basic human right to access information, content and services. We use smart phones, just like everyone else. Suggesting that apps should be excluded from the scope of this directive is failing not only this generation, but also the next generations of blind and partially sighted citizens. It is unacceptable”.
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), which the EU has ratified, includes detailed binding provisions on equal access to information and communications [2]. Apps are by far the most common way people access online content today; it is often the easiest and preferred way to access content, including for blind and partially sighted people. Furthermore, apps are already widely used by public and other services providers to give access to their services, including banking, transport and utilities in all 28 Member States.
As the organisation representing the interests of 30 million blind and partially sighted European citizens EBU are calling on all EU Ministers to uphold the rights of millions of persons with disabilities. We are also calling on Members of the European Parliament to stand firm and ensure that all citizens have an equal right to access public and other services online. We are urging legislators to take on board our recommendations [3] and work with us to ensure an inclusive future for all citizens. EBU President Wolfgang Angermann said “We have been waiting for 3 years for governments to agree on a common position. We are still waiting. However, I want to make it clear to all parties that what is currently being discussed in Council is not fit-for-purpose.”
Ends.
Note to editors

[1] http://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-13204-2015-INIT/en/pdf  [2] See, inter alia, articles 4, 9, 21, 27, 29 and 30 of the UNCRPD http://www.un.org/disabilities/convention/conventionfull.shtml 

On 4 September 2015 the UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities published observations on the implementation of the UNCRPD by the EU, including on the accessibility of the EU Institutions’ websites (see paragraph 83)
http://www.edf-feph.org/Page_Generale.asp?DocID=13855&thebloc=34349
[3] http://www.euroblind.org/media/position-papers/EBU-recommendations-to-Council-public-sector-bodies-websites-directive-May-2014.doc
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