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Statement of the Coalition of Organizations for Accessible Technology 

on the

 Joint Broadband Initiative
 under the
 American Recovery and Reinvestment Act

The Coalition of Organizations for Accessible Technology (COAT), a coalition of over 225 national, state and local disability-related organizations, is pleased to submit comments into the record on the Joint Broadband Initiative under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (NTIA Docket Number 090309929901).  COAT advocates for legislative and regulatory safeguards to ensure full access by people with disabilities to evolving high speed broadband, wireless and other Internet Protocol (IP) technologies.

COAT submits comments in several areas: on “Underserved Areas and Reaching Vulnerable Populations," wherein we propose a definition to encompass people with disabilities; on the “Selection Criteria For the Broadband Technology Opportunities Program,” wherein we propose multiple factors to assist NTIA in grantee selection, including a general Accessibility criterion; and we also propose one “Audit” recommendation.  Our comments are in three sections below.

I
UNDERSERVED AREAS AND REACHING VULNERABLE POPULATIONS
COAT has several recommendations on inclusion of people with disabilities within the definition of underserved areas and vulnerable populations with respect to the Broadband Technology Opportunities Program.  We also touch upon the many benefits of broadband access for people with disabilities and offer some ideas about how to reach this underserved and vulnerable population to ensure greater broadband service delivery.

The vulnerability of Americans with disabilities is best understood by first looking at the incidence of disability and then examining the extent to which people with disabilities have broadband access. 

Population of People with Disabilities 


According to a 2006 National Health Interview Survey, in the United States:
· the number of adults who experience difficulty hearing is 37.2 million (17% of all adults);

· the number of adults who experience difficulty seeing, even with corrective lenses is 21.2 million (9.6% of all adults);

· the number of adults who find it difficult or who are unable to walk a quarter mile is 15.7 million (7% of all adults); and 

· the number of adults with any physical functioning difficulty is 32.3 million (15% of all adults).

A Cornell University study conducted in 2007 showed how the prevalence of disability increases with age: 

· 6.3% for persons ages 5 to 15 
· 6.8% for persons ages 16 to 20 
· 12.8% for persons ages 21 to 64 
· 29.7% for persons ages 65 to 74
· 52.9% for persons ages 75+.

Similarly, the 2007 study showed that race and ethnicity are also factors that can lead to greater vulnerability for people with disabilities (ages 21 to 64):  

· 22.5% among Native Americans 
· 17% among Black /African Americans 
· 12.6% among Caucasians 
· 11.7% among persons of some other race 
· 10.7% among persons who are Hispanic/Latino
· 6.3% among Asians.
 
Finally, gender is also a factor, with slightly more women (15.5%) than men (14.3%) ages 5 and older reporting a disability.
 
An Underserved and Unserved Population 


Despite these high numbers, research data conducted a few years ago reveals that Internet use by people with disabilities is much lower than that of the general population.  Specifically, fewer than 30% of people with disabilities over the age of 15 were shown to have access to the Internet, compared to more than 60% of people without disabilities.  
Also, people with disabilities in both metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas have lower rates of Internet use than their geographic counterparts with no disability, with non-metropolitan people with disabilities having the lowest rate of Internet use (26.7%) of all groups.
  The Table below summarizes this upsetting reality. 
	Use of Internet by People with Disabilities

	Year of Survey
	Percentage of people with disabilities using Internet

	2002 
	26% – compared to w/o disability at 57%

	2003 
	30% – compared to w/o disability at 62%

	2003
	26.7 % in non-metropolitan areas


The point is that even though rates of computer and Internet use have increased somewhat for people with disabilities, it is always at a far lower level than for people without disabilities.  If you are a person with a disability in a rural area, you are among the least likely to have Internet access.

A Vulnerable Population:  Employment, Income, and Education

That people with disabilities are a vulnerable population is also reflected in the higher unemployment rates, lower incomes when employed, and lower educational accomplishments of this population.  

Recent Bureau of Labor statistics, for instance, show that in February 2009, the percentage of people with a disability classified as "not in the labor force" was 77%, compared with only 29% for people with no disability.
  Other research shows that people with disabilities who work full-time earn less than their counterparts.  In 2007, the median annual earnings of working-age people with disabilities working full-time was approximately $34,000, compared to $41,000 for people without disabilities.  Also, significantly, the poverty rate is much higher for working age people with disabilities:  24.7% for people with disabilities, compared to 9% for people without disabilities, a difference of almost 16%.

Lower levels of educational attainment reflect additional vulnerability among the population of people with disabilities.  In 2007, the percentage of working-age people with disabilities with only a high school diploma (or equivalent) was 35.3%, compared to people without disabilities at 28.1%.  Interestingly, the group of people with disabilities with the lowest percentage of high school diplomas was people with sensory disabilities, such as blindness or deafness (only 34.1%),
 a group likely to benefit greatly from having broadband access. 
As we address the need to improve access to broadband service to consumers residing in underserved areas of the United States and reaching vulnerable populations, we must also bear in mind the incidence of disabilities in children – the next generation of broadband users.  It is critical that children with disabilities have an equal opportunity to enjoy the same benefits of broadband access as their peers without disabilities to improve educational and employment opportunities and outcomes.
A Vulnerable Population:  Accessibility Barriers
In addition to the employment, income, and educational barriers faced by people with disabilities, there are considerable accessibility obstacles to broadband use experienced by these individuals that members of the general public do not encounter.   When people with disabilities experience such physical or technical barriers to broadband services, they are prevented from having the tools they need to improve their productivity and self sufficiency:  job and educational opportunities are cut off, they cannot engage in Internet commerce, and they may not be able to exercise their civic duties.  Some of these accessibility barriers include:

· Hardware and software that is specifically adapted for people with disabilities to use computers and to access the Internet, including broadband service, can be costly.  For instance, JAWS or Window Eyes, the two most common screen readers used to enable a person with a vision disability to hear the text or underlying content on a web page each costs over $1,000.  Installation, maintenance and upkeep add to the cost.  These are costs that people without disabilities do not have to incur to access broadband.

· Locations for public Internet access are often not accessible to people with disabilities due to a variety of factors. For example:

· Accessible transportation may be required but may be unavailable or too costly to reach public Internet locations. 
· Public sites, even when physically accessible, often do not provide the accommodations needed for people who use assistive technology and/or customized configurations.  Unfortunately, this limits their access to any available broadband at public libraries, community centers, and educational facilities, even 19 years after the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) was passed.
· Additionally, churches and private clubs are exempt from ADA’s requirements.  If they offer online classes or other activities that use broadband connections, there are no legal protections if they are in locations that are not accessible, such as to people who use wheelchairs.  For all of these individuals, being able to access broadband independently, such as in their own homes, takes on a greater significance.

· Public broadband access locations may be structured with limitations on users, such as two-hour sessions, registration processes, filtering software, or other usage requirements, all of which in of themselves may cause a barrier to access or otherwise impact independent use by people with disabilities. For instance, many persons with disabilities require more time when using a keyboard, due to fine motor physical limitations. Likewise a registration process may demand form completion that will cause unnecessary delays for users with vision loss or with intellectual disabilities.

· Internet content may also be frustratingly inaccessible.  For example, many web sites are not accessible to people using assistive technology, such as screen readers or captions.  Federal government web site accessibility is mandatory, but court rulings on the applicability of the ADA to non-government web sites have been inconsistent and contradictory. 
Benefits of Broadband for People with Disabilities 

Although broadband may not be as available to people with disabilities as it is to the general population, where it is available, the benefits are extraordinary.  Broadband service offers capabilities for people with disabilities that simple dial-up Internet access does not.  Available and accessible broadband Internet services help to level the playing field for individuals who cannot see, or cannot hear, or cannot easily get around.  When the Internet can be accessed via broadband, these individuals are able to participate in the same activities and access the same information as everyone else in the general population.  So long as the software and hardware that they are using is accessible, they are no longer set apart from the rest of society.  There are many features intrinsic to broadband connection that can lead to greater inclusion in both the online virtual world and, ultimately, the physical world, for people with disabilities. 

Features of Broadband That Facilitate Use by People with Disabilities 
· Shorter download waiting time increases productivity, especially in employment and education, and reduces frustration for people with some types of intellectual and mental disabilities.

· Provides an “always on” connection that allows individuals to access service providers who provide support and services outside of normal business hours, or to receive fast responses and information on matters needing immediate attention.

· Access to emergency information which is more accessible on Web sites.

· For people with vision loss, access to audio material is critical and requires significant bandwidth. Audio books are accessible via download from the National Library Service for the Blind and Physically Handicapped.
· Allows accessibility to be built into online information, such as video-clips in American Sign Language and captioning of information with audio content.
· Allows disability-related and other not-for-profit organizations to expand services and share information with wider groups of individuals faster and at less expense through broad electronic dissemination.

· Makes possible a number of IP-based communication services for people with disabilities including:  direct video communication between sign language users and between others who rely on visual cues for communication; video relay services (VRS), which use sign language to make and receive telephone calls; video remote interpreting (VRI) services for businesses and other entities to provide qualified sign language interpreter services from remote locations when such services cannot be provided on site (e.g., in emergencies or due to interpreter shortages); IP captioned telephone services, which allow people with some hearing loss to both hear and read the responses over the Internet from the other party to a telephone call; etc.
· Access to online reference and support information which is not usable in print formats for people with print disabilities.

COAT’s Proposed Definition

 
COAT recommends that, for purposes of the Broadband Technology Opportunities Program, the population of individuals who are underserved and vulnerable include people with disabilities.  People with disabilities can be defined, in turn, in accordance with the ADA.
  Such a population would necessarily include individuals with disabilities who are members of households that participate in any means tested public program
 and individuals who have benefited recently from disability-related services or assistance provided by any federal, state or local program.
 

How to Reach the Vulnerable Population of People with Disabilities  

Some approaches to ensure that broadband reaches people with disabilities include:

· Creating alternate discount rate schemes and other financial incentives to use broadband services, including the use of low income (e.g., Lifeline and Link-up) discounts or modified requirements in payment plans (e.g., longer payback terms).

· Fostering and funding collaborative efforts with disability advocacy groups and disability-related service providers – who are regarded by members of the disability community as trusted entities – as partners in marketing, consumer education, training and broadband learning initiatives.
· Ensuring that all Broadband Technology Opportunities Program participants receive and apply funding in their program budgets for anticipated and necessary expenditures to eliminate accessibility barriers.  Such funding would be used for research and development of universally designed products and services, as well as the use of specialized software and adaptive equipment where necessary to achieve broadband Internet access for people with disabilities.

· Conducting accessibility reviews of public computer center capacity broadband grants and ensuring that increased broadband capacity in these centers meet or exceed accessibility requirements. 

II
SELECTION CRITERIA IN THE BROADBAND TECHNOLOGY OPPORTUNITIES PROGRAM


COAT agrees with industry and others that delivery of broadband access to the Internet spurs innovation and economic growth, that it can provide solutions to critical social challenges, like healthcare, education, and energy-efficiency.  We also believe broadband offers much for vulnerable populations such as people with disabilities such as promoting independence and employment. We also believe that grant awards should be made on the basis of objective, quantifiable, and verifiable data in regard to underserved areas. We believe that vulnerable populations must be among the first to benefit from initiatives undertaken in this new broadband program.

      In summary, COAT’s approach, in regard to the Selection Criteria for the Broadband Technology Opportunities Program, is that we expect applicants for the funds to involve people with disabilities through collaborations and partnerships. We expect to see the projects or programs address accessibility and usability by people with disabilities in all their activities and outcomes. Furthermore, we expect that NTIA will include evaluation for accessibility in its audits of all grant recipients.

      In essence, COAT’s position is the same as President Obama’s, who said recently, in regard to expanding the employment of people with disabilities:  “(And) every program that we have has to be thinking on the front end, how do we make sure that it is inclusive, and building into it our ability to draw on the capacities of persons with disabilities."


COAT would like to see 25 percent of any point system used to evaluate grant applications allocated to evaluation of disability commitment.  Furthermore, the criteria for disability commitment should be part of the overall points assessment and not be a factor competing directly against other factors or criteria.  That is, this is a universal criterion that cuts across all other factors.  

We offer the following elements that should be considered within any point scheme evaluating awards for the broadband stimulus.

· Points for providing broadband education, awareness, training, access, and equipment in proposals that target people with disabilities as recipients.
· Points for providing broadband education, awareness, training, access, and equipment in proposals that directly involve people with disabilities in implementation of such projects.
· Points should be given for organizations and agencies that provide outreach, access, equipment, and support services that facilitate greater and different uses of broadband service by people with disabilities.
· Points should be given for proposals that will stimulate the demand for broadband among the population of people with disabilities, that is, will lead to outcomes showing increased adoption and effective usage by people with disabilities.
· Points should be given to proposals that will lead to economic growth for people with disabilities, including creation of jobs for people with disabilities.  

Points for these factors should only be given when there is provided a step-by-step explanation of how people with all different kinds of disabilities will participate and benefit, or a justification why only certain disabilities are included.
Proposals that get ahead of the product introduction curve could be given extra points. These might include projects that involve bio-engineered accessibility needs, new technologies, convergences of broadband and other technologies, or other innovations, or that pilot new means and forms of accessibility and usability for people with disabilities or otherwise show specific benefit to people with disabilities.

A General Requirement for Accessibility

Proposal writers should provide written assurance that all the electronic interfaces, including administrative interfaces (on-site or remotely), are accessible. That is, accessibility of the broadband applications must be given additional points in NTIA’s assessment.  Furthermore, the outputs of funded projects should be accessible to and usable by people with disabilities. For example, videos should be captioned and video described, websites should be accessible to screen readers and other users with other disabilities, project events or activities should be held in accessible locations, and similar other disability commitment, as appropriate.
 
Collaborative and Inclusive Efforts 

In making these points determinations, we recommend consideration be given by NTIA to collaborations of private and corporate entities working in partnership with disability groups and entities. 


In their proposals, private or corporate entities, and other partners vying for these funds, should provide assurances that demonstrate their “disability commitment” to understanding and advancing the use of accessible information and communication technologies. For instance, they can demonstrate this commitment in their proposals through having established written corporate or organizational policies that are:

· directed at the hiring, retention and development of employees with disabilities
· procurement processes that address the need for accessible goods and services
· processes to enable/ensure the accessibility of custom-developed enterprise applications
· corporate policies that ensure and address accessibility in the product/service design and development stages

· participation in standards development organizations that have facilitated technical standards for accessibility and usability by people with disabilities
· reflect a long-term commitment or strong commitment to universal design or inclusion of people with disabilities. 


Proposals from states or other government entities should be similarly assessed on their commitment to implementation that involves people with disabilities.  State proposals should provide in-depth information regarding about how they will ensure that their funds and program deployment will reach those prioritized areas that do not have access to broadband and which include people with disabilities. Examples: a proposal involving education for children should indicate how children with disabilities will also be involved; an equipment and network building proposal would include how employees with disabilities might be hired; a rural development project would show how they are going to reach and address the needs of rural people with disabilities. 
COAT suggests the following tool can be used to assess disability commitment in regard to equipment and services:

· Proposals must include all available accessibility information in their proposals, such as Voluntary Product Accessibility Templates (VPATs)
  for all systems, components, network elements, etc.  If these are not available, the applicant should indicate that they are preparing them and the date when that information will be submitted, or a statement that they believe that the accessibility requirements do not apply to their entire proposal or to certain portions of it.
III
AUDITING OF PROJECTS FOR ACCESSIBILITY AND DISABILITY COMMITMENT

As a way to build to more and better accessibility initiative and involvement of people with disabilities through these funds, we would like to see NTIA conduct evaluations for accessibility and disability commitment through its auditing and other oversight activities. These evaluations would be conducted on broadband grantees under the stimulus program throughout all three grant rounds. These evaluations would look at what disability commitments were made and what resulted to benefit people with disabilities.  This is for the intention of providing a record and lasting legacy of how the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act changed the lives of people with disabilities.  

COAT expects to see millions of Americans with disabilities of all ages involved in diverse ways in the Act’s broadband initiative.   COAT is very pleased to offer these recommendations to the NTIA and we hope that you will adopt them as proposed.
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