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The European Blind Union (EBU) is a non-governmental, non profit making European organisation founded in 1984. It is one of the six regional bodies of the World Blind Union, and it promotes the interests of blind people and people with low vision in Europe. It currently operates within a network of 45 national members including organisations from 27 European Union member states, candidate nations and other major countries in geographical Europe.
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Introduction

Most people take access to information and online services for granted. For the 30 million Europeans who are blind or partially sighted, access to information is a constant battle. More and more information and services are delivered online, yet the vast majority of public and commercial websites continue to be inaccessible. So those who need assistive technology to access websites continue to be denied access to public services and basic services provided online such as education, health, social protection, employment, transport, banking, housing and so on. People with sight loss are disproportionately affected by the inaccessibility of websites and have been shut out of the online world for too long – this must end.
How blind people access the Internet
Blind and partially sighted people use assistive technology such as text-to-speech screen reader software, screen magnification software or Braille refreshable displays to access the Internet. For this to work they rely on websites and apps to be designed in an accessible manner, according to recognised web accessibility standards such as the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 2.0 (WCAG 2.0)
 or European Standard EN 301 549 (see below).
The problem

Non-binding instruments have failed to deliver accessible websites and online services. The vast majority of websites, including public sector websites, do not meet existing voluntary web accessibility standards therefore the information they contain is inaccessible to people who use assistive technology. In 2008 the European Commission published a study
 highlighting that only 5.3% of government websites were accessible. While a recent European Commission study
 claims that there has been some limited progress in this area, it also says that there remains ‘much room for improvement’. 
Recent developments in Standardisation 

We note that following successful negotiations European Standard EN 301 549 on accessibility requirements for Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) products and services was adopted and published in February 2014. This new standard is the first European Standard for accessible ICT and will ensure that websites, software and digital devices are made accessible so they can be used by persons with disabilities. 
EN 301 549 was produced by CEN, CENELEC and ETSI in response to a request from the European Commission (Mandate 376). Cooperation between the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C), CEN, CENELEC and ETSI has ensured that the accessibility requirements contained in the standard are consistent with global accessibility requirements.

EBU welcomes the adoption of the new European standard, which can now be directly referenced in the directive.

New EU Public Procurement rules
New EU Public Procurement rules were adopted on 26 February 2014.  Directive 2014/24/EU on public procurement states that ‘for all procurement which is intended for use by natural persons, whether general public or staff of the contracting authority, the technical specifications shall (...) be drawn up so as to take into account accessibility criteria for persons with disabilities.’

EBU welcomes the introduction of mandatory accessibility criteria in public tenders as there is compelling evidence which demonstrates that similar legal requirements played a major role in increasing accessibility of many goods and services in the United States
.
The Commission proposal: too little, too late
The European Blind Union was disappointed by the European Commission proposal. The Digital Agenda for Europe promised that the legislation would ensure that ‘all public websites and websites providing basic services to citizens’ would be fully accessible by 2015’, yet the European Commission published a draft directive which falls well short of this commitment. As the organisation representing the group of disabled people most disproportionately affected by barriers to access information, we made our concerns about the content of the draft directive very clear when it was published.
 These are as follows:

· The Directive only covers 12 services, therefore excluding 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.

· The 12 so-called 'essential' services listed in the directive came out of an e-government benchmarking exercise carried out in 2001. The quantity of public and other basic services now routinely delivered online has grown exponentially year upon year and we therefore cannot accept a 2001 benchmarking exercise as an appropriate benchmark to use today.
· The proposed list is so limited that it would only put an obligation on specific web pages addressing a service within a wider website, creating accessibility, navigability and usability issues when trying to get to the specific page relevant to the service covered by the directive – this approach does not make sense.
· More worryingly, the proposal fails to recognise the major switch from desktop to mobile access. Access to the information available on websites is increasingly provided through mobile devices and mobile applications (apps) – ignoring this would make this directive obsolete from the outset.
· The Commission states that it would be relying on a hypothetical 'spill over' effect for other sites to be made accessible by public sector bodies. Unfortunately, reliance on voluntary compliance to increase accessibility is a strategy that is not supported by evidence.
· The European Commission did not include any enforcement provisions in its proposal, giving blind and partially sighted people no right to redress.
In short, the draft directive was not ‘fit for purpose’. So we worked with the European Parliament to amend the proposal and are pleased that MEPs listened to our concerns when preparing their first reading position. 
We want to work with EU legislators to ensure that blind and partially sighted people finally have access to the online information and services that most people take for granted. 
Our key asks

We want the Directive to uphold the right to access information set out in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), ratified by the EU and the vast majority of Member States. 
We also want a directive that is both fit for purpose and future-proof – we need governments to work with us to ensure that blind and partially sighted people are not left behind. Our key asks are outlined below.
1
A wide scope and clear definitions
We want the scope to include all public services, such as those delivered by national, regional and local authorities, e.g. education; social protection; health; employment; housing; etc. We also want other basic services of public interest to be included in the scope of the directive, including network services (e.g. postal services, energy, transport, water); financial services (e.g. banking services) and so on.

Some of these services may or may not be delivered by a public authority. This in our opinion is not a distinction that should be used as a criterion to determine which websites are included in or excluded from the scope of the legal instrument. Instead, the focus should be on the service provided. 

We therefore warmly welcome the extension and clarification of the scope as proposed by the European Parliament in their first reading position adopted on 26 February 2014
 - we particularly welcome amendments 1; 28; 30; 31; 33; 34; 35; 36; 37; 38; 39; 40; 41; 42; 43; 45; 72 and 73.
However, we do not support amendment 32 adopted by European Parliament which in our opinion constitutes a significant reduction of scope as many public and other basic services are actually delivered by microenterprises in some member states.

1.1
Mobile web and apps: definition of ‘websites concerned’
Internet access is increasingly obtained via handheld devices as opposed to desktop computers. Analysts have said that mobile will become the primary way most people access the Internet by 2015
. Mobile web access overtook desktop access in China
 and India
 in 2012 and the trend is being replicated worldwide. Websites designed for access via a handheld mobile device should therefore be explicitly included within the scope, as should applications because these are increasingly being used to access and provide services
. 
Apps are fast becoming the preferred route to access website content. They work faster and are often the easiest means to access a service or information about a service because they often have a core functionality (e.g. providing access to information about a timetable) making it much easier to use than a website, including for blind and partially sighted people. Therefore apps designed by the service provider - which could be referred to as 'first party' apps
 - must be accessible. 
· By missing out on mobile web and apps, people with disabilities would simply not be offered the same level of service and would again be left behind - this is something that EBU cannot accept. So we particularly welcome the European Parliament’s decision to ensure the explicit inclusion of mobile versions of websites and those apps designed by the service providers targeted by the Directive in amendment 36 regarding the definition of ‘websites concerned’  - we are urging Council to adopt the exact same wording for this definition. 
1.2
Definition of ‘Content of websites’

This definition needs to clearly and explicitly include the following:
· Electronic documents and forms downloadable from the websites concerned and interaction with them. Regrettably, it is often the case that otherwise well designed websites lead to totally inaccessible downloadable documents or forms; it is therefore crucial that open and well tagged document formats are used for text or forms that users need to interact with, whether online or offline.
· Security features such as authentication and identification systems, such as CAPTCHAs
, which cannot always be used without sight. Some systems also require the user to carry a hardware device such as a number generator, yet there are no talking or alternative accessible versions available. These features remain a major barrier to access for blind and partially sighted users. We fully understand the need to ensure online security, but the systems put in place can and should be accessible.
· Social media content embedded in websites. Social media is transforming how public authorities engage with citizens, allowing them to share information and deliver services more quickly and effectively than ever before. For example, social media and online forums are increasingly replacing telephone helplines or helpdesk services. Public authorities therefore have a responsibility to ensure that social media content, data and platforms are accessible to all, including people with disabilities. There is a clear set of basic social media guidelines for desktop and mobile access that can and should be followed to make sure that social media content generated is as accessible as possible for people who use assistive technologies. Those responsible for designing social media content should therefore ensure that the relevant best practice is applied.

· The definition should also include user-generated content and authoring tools used to create such content and interact with users. Accessible authoring tools are an essential component in achieving an accessible web as they enable the production of accessible web content regardless of the technical knowledge of the content authors.
 
The definition of ‘content of websites’ proposed by the European Commission is inadequate. We welcome the positive improvements made to the definition by the European Parliament in amendment 37. However, we believe that further clarification is needed. Our proposed definition is below:
	European Parliament (AM 37)
	EBU proposal

	‘Content of websites’ means information and user interface components to be communicated to the user by means of a user agent, including code or mark-up that defines the content's structure, presentation, and interactions. Content of websites includes textual and non-textual information, the possibility to download documents and forms as well as two-way interaction such as the processing of digital forms and the completion of authentication, identification and payment processes. It also includes functions provided through websites, which are external to the website concerned, for instance, through the use of web links, on the condition that the external website is the only means by which the information or service is provided to the user. Content of websites also includes user-generated content and, whenever technically possible, social media, when that is embedded within a website. It includes not only the parts of the website concerned offering a specific service, but the entire website related to it.
	‘Content of websites’ means information and user interface components to be communicated to the user by means of a user agent, including code or mark-up that defines the content's structure, presentation and interactions and any hardware or software system that allows users to log in and communicate with the website. It includes textual as well as non-textual information, as well as documents and forms that users can download and interact with online and offline. It also includes the processing of digital forms as well as completion of identification, authentication and payment processes. Content of websites also includes functions and content provided through websites, which are external to the website concerned, for instance through the use of web-links. Content also includes user-generated content and authoring tools used to generate such content, as well as social media content embedded within a website. It includes not only the parts of the website concerned offering a specific service, but the entire website related to it. 


1.3
Definition of ‘Authoring Tools’

We welcome the definition of authoring tools proposed by the European Parliament in amendment 38. 
1.4
Definition of ‘User Agent’

The definition provided by the Commission is not comprehensive enough. We support the definition of ‘user agent’ as amended by Parliament in amendment 39.
2
A robust enforcement and reporting mechanism 
For the directive to have an impact, it must be underpinned by a robust enforcement mechanism, supported by effective, proportionate and dissuasive penalties for non compliance. 
We therefore fully support the European Parliament’s amendments 53; 65; 66 and 74 and are urging the Council to adopt a similar position.
3
Involvement of people with sight loss

In accordance with provisions set out in article 4.3 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD)
, EBU want legislators to ensure that the future directive makes specific reference to the need to involve blind and partially sighted people and their representative organisations at every stage of the process, including in any monitoring system put in place and in future revisions of the directive. 

We therefore fully support amendment 55; 56; 57; 59; 62 and 63 from the European Parliament and are urging the Council to adopt a similar position.
4
Swift implementation 

The Digital Agenda for Europe, the Commission's stated objective was to ensure that 'public sector websites (and websites providing basic services to citizens) are fully accessible by 2015'. While delays in Council mean that this objective clearly won’t be achieved, EBU believes that legislators should do their utmost to ensure that this objective is reached as soon as possible. 

We fully support amendment 75 proposed by the European Parliament, which set out a pragmatic and ambitious implementation timetable, based on a model that is already successfully used to ensure a transition to fully accessible websites in some Member States.
Ensuring the accessibility of new content of websites is achievable within a shorter timeframe and implies that navigation to such new content is also accessible. The accessibility of legacy content (or existing content) can be achieved as a second step. This is a ‘tried and tested’ way of ensuring transition to fully accessible websites. 

The cost of accessibility: myths and facts
How much does it cost? 

We are often asked what it costs to build an accessible website or accessible app. The answer will depend on a multitude of factors. The truth is that if the website needs to be built from scratch, there is absolutely no reason why it should cost more; the service provider will just have to ensure that the web developer commits to following recognised accessibility standards. However, when accessibility has to be ‘retrofitted’ into an existing website, the cost will depend on what needs to be fixed. In short it is not possible to answer this question without knowing what needs to be fixed – cost could be high or very low.
The cost of not acting

Our previous position papers
 have extensively described the benefits of increased web accessibility, both from a social and from an economic point of view. Here we wish to stress the fact that any costs/benefits analysis of a ‘status quo’ should take into account the hidden costs of failing to act. It is well-known that e-exclusion costs a great deal, but equally fragmentation generates costs for businesses as they need to adapt to an array of national legislative frameworks and cannot make economies of scale. Analyses should also factor in the negative impact of a status quo on innovation. All these costs may be difficult to estimate, yet they are real and ultimately will continue to be borne by governments and local authorities. 
While there may be some costs incurred in ensuring accessibility of existing websites, designing accessible websites from the outset does not cost more. In addition, the cost of retro-fitting accessibility will be offset by social and economic benefits
, including the following:
· Search engines can more accurately index the content of accessible websites, which very often results in higher ranking and greater frequency of valid matches to search queries;

· Potential for online sales is improved: many disabled consumers prefer to shop online and use accessible websites;

· Overall usability is improved for all users, regardless of how they access web pages; commercial differentiation is thus improved because finding information is easier and encourages people to stay longer on a website; 

· Maintenance costs are reduced - better organised, simpler, cleaner coding and content make pages easier to work with and maintain for designers, developers and content authors.

Accessible online services save money
In addition accessible websites can generate substantial savings for public authorities by reducing the need to operate alternative channels of communication for people with disabilities and older people, as more of them are able to use mainstream accessible websites. Some EU governments have researched the potential savings that an efficient online service delivery could generate.

The UK government’s Digital Efficiency Report
 states that ‘on the basis of historic data (...) this report estimates that between £1.7 billion and £1.8 billion could be realised as total annual savings to the government and service users. The savings made from greater digitisation of transactions, including their back-end processes, can be achieved whilst maintaining and ultimately improving service quality.’ 
This report goes on to state that ‘for some government services, the average cost of a digital transaction is almost 20 times lower than the cost of a telephone transaction, about 30 times lower than the cost of postal transaction and about 50 times lower than a face-to-face transaction. Digitisation is also likely to reduce the risk of failed transactions, and therefore the business cost of having to go through the same process multiple times.’ 
The City of Copenhagen estimates that digital transactions will cost less than 5% than the equivalent face-to-face interaction
.
· EBU believes that any upfront costs of providing accessible online services should therefore be weighed against potential future efficiency savings by reducing the need to maintain and resource alternative channels to access services (e.g. telephone help lines, face to face interaction). 
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� http://www.w3.org/TR/WCAG20/ 


� MeAC Study 2008 � HYPERLINK "http://www.eaccessibility-progress.eu/wp-content/uploads/2008/04/meac_report_06_11_final.pdf" �http://www.eaccessibility-progress.eu/wp-content/uploads/2008/04/meac_report_06_11_final.pdf� 


� � 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� 


� For more information see � HYPERLINK "http://www.euroblind.org/media/position-papers/EBU_response_EC_Green_Paper_public_procurement_final.doc" ��EBU response to EC Green Paper on the modernisation of EU public procurement policy�


� �HYPERLINK "http://www.euroblind.org/media/press-releases/EBU_press_release_05-dec_2012.doc"��EBU press release on Commission proposal for accessibility of public sector bodies websites 05/12/12� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2014-0158" �http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2014-0158� 


� Mary Meeker, Morgan Stanley (see � HYPERLINK "http://gigaom.com/2010/04/12/mary-meeker-mobile-internet-will-soon-overtake-fixed-internet/" ��http://gigaom.com/2010/04/12/mary-meeker-mobile-internet-will-soon-overtake-fixed-internet/� )


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/07/19/us-china-internet-idUSBRE86I0FC20120719" ��http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/07/19/us-china-internet-idUSBRE86I0FC20120719� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://news.cnet.com/8301-1023_3-57556943-93/mobile-internet-traffic-gaining-fast-on-desktop-internet-traffic/" ��http://news.cnet.com/8301-1023_3-57556943-93/mobile-internet-traffic-gaining-fast-on-desktop-internet-traffic/�   


� Unlike websites, mobile apps can take advantage of a user’s physical location functionality. Mobile apps can make it easier to identify an individual and provide accessible and safe secure identification (e.g. voice or face recognition or other mechanisms for authentication not available on websites); they can also send ‘push notifications’, i.e. alert the user of important updates and events, something that a website cannot deliver via the phone's browser when it is turned off.


� In contrast, third party apps, which by definition can be designed by anyone, would be outside of scope.





� � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/CAPTCHA" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/CAPTCHA� 


� For more information on authoring tools and accessibility, see � HYPERLINK "http://www.w3.org/standards/agents/authoring" �http://www.w3.org/standards/agents/authoring� 


� Article 4.3, UNCRPD: 'In the development and implementation of legislation and policies to implement the present Convention, and in other decision-making processes concerning issues relating to persons with disabilities, States Parties shall closely consult with and actively involve persons with disabilities, including children with disabilities, through their representative organizations.'





� See end of document for references


� See the well documented experience of FTSE 100 financial services company Legal and General, a UK company which has been able to monitor the benefits of making its website accessible � HYPERLINK "http://bit.ly/C1FED" �http://bit.ly/C1FED� 


� � HYPERLINK "https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/digital-efficiency-report/digital-efficiency-report" �https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/digital-efficiency-report/digital-efficiency-report�  


� UK Digital Efficiency Report
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