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Introduction

NTIA's broadband initiatives represent a one-time federal investment designed to create new jobs and stimulate economic growth and opportunity by accelerating the use and impact of broadband technology. This investment is predicated on the transformative power of broadband as a robust anywhere, anytime communications and service network for commerce, culture and community. 

NTIA has expressly stated that this significant leap forward in broadband capacity and services must address the needs of our must vulnerable, under-served and unserved fellow citizens. That definition must include people with disabilities. Technology can offer people with disabilities new opportunities for education and employment and the potential for greater autonomy and independence. However, unless properly designed and implemented, the same technology can present pervasive and potentially insuperable barriers to people with disabilities. Therefore this program must address the interfaces of applications and content that end users will be expected to use, operate and employ successfully. An approach that only focuses on and measures price, availability, and bitrate will not guarantee successful adoption and use by any segment of the population, especially citizens with disabilities.

The federal government has long recognized that the benefits of technologies must be extended to all Americans -- the needs of people with disabilities have been addressed in some fashion in numerous major rights and telecommunications initiatives of recent years—from the Americans with Disabilities Act to the TV Decoder Circuitry Act to the Telecommunications Act to the rewriting of Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act. However, current accessibility requirements apply only to specific technologies and/or applications and do not adequately reflect the converged world we live in today, whether as digital natives or digital immigrants. 

Despite the intent of inclusion and equity, there remain significant gaps in implementation where government and industry have failed to protect the needs of people with disabilities. Accessible content and interfaces are required for products sold to the federal government but not required on commercial products sold to schools, libraries, hospitals, and corporations. Captions are required on broadcast programming but not on internet programming. Descriptions of videos and graphic elements are rarely provided for users who are blind or have low vision; people who require keyboard controls to operate their personal assistive technology increasingly find mouse-only navigation designs in Web content, database interfaces and operations, and dynamic media. People with disabilities will never overcome this structural digital divide if they continue to encounter inaccessible technologies and services in the workplace, at school, in the voting booth, at home, and while participating in the electronic marketplace. 

We strongly encourage the NTIA BTOP program to specify accessibility requirements in the RFPs and provide the resources needed to meet them. 

The comments provided herein reflect a shared commitment by many disability-focused organizations and advocates to "raising the floor" for people with disabilities and providing a level playing field for individuals who need accessible and assistive technologies in order to access the same mainstream technologies, content, and services available to everyone else.
1. Purposes of the Grant Program
The NTIA BTOP program recognizes the key role that broadband plays in providing opportunities for economic growth and educational and career opportunities as well as access to critical safety and health services. People with disabilities must have access to all of these opportunities which will only happen if accessibility is a required component within each of the five categories of activity authorized by the Recovery Act.  Given the scale of the proposed investment, each strand of the BTOP program will greatly impact the degree to which people with disabilities can use broadband services to be equally educated, economically self-sufficient, healthy, safe and independent — in other words to be equally integrated into all aspects of our society. 

People with disabilities rely to a great extent on services offered by the very community anchor institutions identified by NTIA as critical service providers for low-income, unemployed, aged, and otherwise vulnerable populations —  schools, universities, community colleges, libraries, community centers, job training centers, hospitals, healthcare providers and public safety organizations. Yet few of these organizations are expert in accessibility solutions. User with disabilities also rely substantially on independent living centers, residential educational programs, community colleges and other institutions that should also play key roles in assuring that the benefits of the BTOP program reach all Americans.

Recent surveys
 indicate that a substantial proportion of dial-up Internet users have not upgraded to broadband due to a lack of interest that can be as great or greater than price sensitivity: in essence, no compelling reason to spend additional money for a service not demonstrated to be able to improve their lives. By supporting essential and accessible projects and services, the BTOP program can address the underutilization of broadband services by low-income, unemployed, aged, and otherwise vulnerable populations, including people with disabilities. 

Similarly, targeted outreach and training efforts to these communities will be required. We contend that broadband-based applications and services are of greater value to people with disabilities, and yet their adoption of broadband is below that of the non-disabled population. With a suitable program of application-specific outreach, a coordinated campaign will be able to attract these users.

Beyond their generic socioeconomic and demographic vulnerability, people with disabilities are further jeopardized by inaccessible interfaces and content. The experience of exclusion due to inaccessibility lowers the expectations these potential users have; this perception further reduces demand for and utilization of broadband. There is some reliable evidence of this effect
. 
NTIA's investment in accessibility will have a multiplier effect with other funding, The ARRA is making significant investments in Headstart, educational technologies and special education through greater funding of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). Combined with BTOP funding, there is great potential for accessible broadband and associated services to improve the outcomes for students with disabilities. Children with disabilities must be able to access and navigate online resources at their local library; deaf parents must be able to access online school and community resources; and teenagers with spinal cord injuries must be able to explore online learning and telecommuting opportunities. Similarly, billions of newly appropriated dollars are being spent in rehabilitation and Health IT and these investments must be fully accessible as well so that, for example: blind veterans will be able to benefit from telemedicine and manage their health benefits online, mid-life workers experiencing the onset of Parkinson's Disease or Multiple Sclerosis will be able to stay employed if they choose, and everyone will be able to access their personal medical records online, regardless of any disabling condition.

2. The Role of the States

Whatever role states play in prioritizing or evaluating grants, accessibility should be explicitly addressed. Many states have requirements for the accessibility of their own ICT products and services, and programs in place, often under the CIO, to evaluate and manage accessibility. These usually refer to all or part of the Section 508 Standard and may serve as resources or points of contact in shaping priorities.    
4.
Establishing Selection Criteria for Grant Awards: 

Selection criteria as delineated in the RFPs should explicitly include requirements to meet the needs of people with disabilities in the development and deployment of broadband applications as well as services and content. If detailed accessibility requirements are not explicitly included in the RFP, NTIA may lose the ability to factor it into the evaluation phase. Applicants who did not include any reference to accessibility in their proposals will object to what they see as an ex post facto requirement. 

If, however, clear accessibility requirements do appear in the RFP, potential applicants will be able to prepare their proposals accordingly, acquiring accessibility information from all vendors and developers attached to the proposal. This "upstream flow" by itself may be of significant benefit, as it has proven in the federal Section 508 context.

Bandwidth speed is also important as it enables greater use of dynamic media that requires high speed/high bandwidth access (e.g., provision of sign language, addition of audio description soundtracks, dynamic and interactive training, education, and emergency alerting services in all of the modes required by people with disabilities.) 

We also suggest that the BTOP program fund leadership organizations for development of accessible technology policies, solutions, and models. NTIA's focus on local collaborations is a very important aspect of the stimulus funding but local success will require national models and expert technical support to address the needs of people with disabilities. Funds should be made available to national consortia of technical experts and disability organizations to support grantees who offer to provide training, develop effective practices, offer technical support and knowledge transfer on how to deploy and configure broadband services to best serve people with disabilities. The goal of accessibility across all broadband services to support the needs of people with disabilities must be supported by expert training and support resources, successful implementation models, and coherent leadership. Support for these principles will avoid duplication of efforts, steep learning curves, and will maximize limited resources to ensure the use of appropriate and state-of-the-art accessible technology developments while avoiding dead-ended and obsolete solutions. 
The participation of people with disabilities in publicly funded programs is an absolute civil right; the corresponding protections should have the same status as any other protected class in the standard certifications and assurances that are required for participation in such federal programs. What is unique about disability is that its form of discrimination is not solely attitudinal or behavioral; exclusion can be unintentionally and unconsciously built into the technological environment, and that is the level at which it must be identified and remedied.

Without unified national efforts, grantees from diverse organizations which lack deep or specialized knowledge of accessible and assistive technology will struggle, most likely unsuccessfully, to assess and deploy accessible projects. Disseminated expertise is also required to future-proof access solutions and to keep pace with new and emerging developments in Internet-based services.  Although scoring rubrics at first appear to be the best way to include multiple factors in reviewing proposals, we are convinced that accessibility cannot be evaluated as part of a point system. Experience has shown that such rubrics are often manipulated so as to eliminate accessibility as a decisive factor even when proposals include highly inaccessible elements. 

5. Grant mechanics

In addition to including accessibility requirements in the RFP and proposal evaluation procedures, we urge NTIA to fully integrate the accessibility element throughout its program management processes. This should include implementation oversight reports; grantee progress reporting tools, surveys and other metrics, ongoing technical assistance to grantees, etc. For example, in some cases grantees may not be able to implement accessibility at the beginning of their project. The gaps should be documented and a remediation plan drawn up. The progress of the remediation should be documented as well.

As mentioned above, we also suggest that NTIA award a number of longer-term cooperative agreements or contracts to topic-specific consortia to provide expert accessibility advice, training, resources and support to applicants and grantees. We take as a model the experience of the California Emerging Technology Fund (CETF), whose mission in California is almost identical to this NTIA program. CETF has several interoperating accessibility components that provide such services to its grantees. The consortium approach would leverage the joint expertise of technology-neutral and vendor-savvy organizations, ensure efficient and cost-effective stewardship of accessibility goals and ensure contributions from and to the research base on effective practices and implementation challenges. Disability advocacy organizations should participate as experts in both user needs identification and specific accommodations and customizations. Significant national, regional and state accessibility expertise and resources are available, much of which has been developed with federal funding to support the telecommunications and broadband industries in meeting federal accessibility requirements. Moreover, coordination with national centers established by the U.S. Department of Education focused on transition to employment, vocational rehabilitation, telecommunications, telemedicine, information access and other areas will ensure that research and expertise from within the disabilities research community is appropriately leveraged and widely shared. 
6. Grants for Expanding Public Computer Center Capacity
Public libraries and community technology centers are an important access point for people with disabilities. In many cases they are already aware of the accessibility needs of their patrons, although not always able to provide an optimal level of support due to resource constraints. We encourage NTIA to adopt the successful approaches of the Alliance for Technology Access (ATA) in working with these centers in making their facilities more accessible. ATA offers local evaluation and support for these institutions through its "Access Aware" materials and training. To date they have provided this service to more than 1,030 separate community institutions.

7. Grants for Innovative Programs to Encourage Sustainable Adoption of Broadband Service

Although we need to know more about why some households abandon broadband services, we know anecdotally that in some cases an emerging disability or other usability/accessibility issues contribute to reduced usefulness of the equipment and/or service. We encourage NTIA to include accessibility and usability in its sustainable adoption programs.

8. Broadband Mapping

This effort should collect data on accessibility features which will provide the first-ever comprehensive overview of the degree and types of access available to different disabled populations. This information will be valuable to researchers, demographers, legislators, employers and advocates alike and can inform broadband policy as well as contribute to targeted and innovative methods of meeting diverse populations' needs. 

9. Financial Contributions by Grant Applicants

NTIA should create a mechanism to review and exempt certain grants from this requirement. The matching requirement could result in some non-profit organizations or collaborations focused on services and support (e.g. public computing, technical assistance, etc,) choosing not to apply since administrative burdens related to cost-sharing may impact their ability to provide services. 

12. Coordination with USDA's Broadband Grant Program

Accessibility requirements and the  resources required to meet them should be consistent across both NTIA and RUS. Where possible there should be coordination regarding the needs of rural citizens with disabilities. This should involve existing resources such as the Rural Institute at the University of Montana, the source of much useful research on the ICT needs and behaviors of rural people with disabilities.

13. Definitions

People with disabilities MUST be included in the definition of the underserved and unserved population and inclusion of their needs should be explicitly stated in all RFPs issued by NTIA. People with disabilities are represented in every single demographic, and over-represented in those identified as vulnerable by NTIA. People with disabilities are also a rapidly growing population, one which will include every single American at some point on their lives, due to illness, accident or aging. 

We also strongly suggest that the definition of  "community anchor institutions" be expanded to include independent living centers, residential education programs, and other institutions that serve users with disabilities as they play key roles in developing educational and work opportunities and supporting the health, public safety and inclusion of people with disabilities in their communities.
In terms of defining "broadband service," NTIA's accessibility component should confirm the bandwidth required for such accessibility purposes as video telephony for sign language, captioning, and video description and establish such a rate as a floor for eligible projects.
14. Measuring the Success of the BTOP

NTIA should require grantees to develop, meet and report on realistic accessibility goals in a format that measures progress towards a common set of functional capabilities. NTIA should also provide grantees with the appropriate tools and resources to do so efficiently, utilizing standards-based technologies in the most cost-effective and future-proofed manner possible. Requests for Proposals should require grantees to work collaboratively with NTIA-funded leadership projects that will develop common measures of reporting and offer grantees expertise in topic-specific areas. The need for external expertise is key to avoid duplicative or potentially superficial yet time- and resource-consuming compliance efforts. For example, the Voluntary Product Accessibility Template (VPAT) serves as documentation of compliance with Section 508 accessibility requirements for companies doing business with the federal government and can require a lengthy evaluation. Without oversight or specific expertise, however, the template rarely results in an accurate accessibility assessment and does not offer a reliable or consistent method of ensuring accessible products or services.

Conclusion

NTIA's BTOP program acknowledges the importance that broadband can play in unlocking the potential of our citizenry, energizing our economy and ensuring equal participation in our society. These grants could impact the resources and services available to Americans with disabilities in every aspect of their lives from education and work opportunities to health care and community participation.
NTIA has a unique opportunity to radically impact how people with disabilities experience the future and ensure that they do not lose ground with each new technology advance. It is our hope that NTIA will go beyond technical compliance and embrace accessibility as a key requirement, supporting grantees in understanding and deploying future-forward inclusive designs in their projects.
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About WGBH and Media Access
The WGBH Educational Foundation is public broadcasting's leader in new media and the source of fully one-third of PBS's prime-time lineup with programs. For more than 30 years, WGBH has also been pioneer in developing methods and solutions to make media accessible to people with disabilities. WGBH's Caption Center pioneered captioning for television in 1972, and again broke new ground in 1990 by developing the Descriptive Video Service (DVS), which offers blind and visually impaired viewers a carefully crafted narration, woven into the pauses of the program audio. In 1993, WGBH established the National Center for Accessible Media (NCAM) to build on WGBH's unique dedication to and expertise in the field of media accessibility. NCAM participates in policy and standards-setting activities across a broad range of media-related areas and has served as a technical resource to both industry and government. NCAM staffers serve on numerous industry standards and W3C working groups and served on the federal Access Board committees that created (1998) and updated (2008) recommendations for Section 508 guidelines of the Rehabilitation Act and Section 255 of the Telecommunications Act.

About Inclusive Technologies

Inclusive Technologies is a technology and marketing consulting firm specializing in accessible information and communication technologies. Clients have included AOL, the California State University system, Cisco Systems, HP, IBM, Microsoft, National Science Foundation, Panasonic, and Verizon. Inclusive Technologies provides its clients with technical training, design review, inclusive business process development, market intelligence, product development process re-engineering, customer support, and corporate communications guidance.

� Stimulating Broadband: If Obama builds it, will they log on? - John Horrigan, Pew Internet & American Life Project, January 2009.


� The Disability Divide in Internet Access and Use. Kerry Dobransky and Eszter Hargittai. Information, Communication & Society, v. 9 no. 3, June 2006.
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