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April 13, 2009

Ms. Anna Gomez

Deputy Assistant Secretary

National Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA)
1401 Constitution Avenue, NW

Washington, DC 20230

RE:
Joint Broadband Initiative under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act

NTIA Docket Number 090309929901
Dear Deputy Assistant Secretary Gomez:

The American Association of People with Disabilities (AAPD)
 is pleased to submit a comment into the record on the Joint Broadband Initiative under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (NTIA Docket Number 090309929901).  

AAPD has made a commitment to ensuring technology is more available and more accessible to people with disabilities through establishment of a Telecommunications and Technology Policy Initiative to work with industry and others for more accessible and usable technologies.  Also, AAPD co-founded and helps steer the Coalition of Organizations for Accessible Technology (COAT), a grass tops advocacy initiative to ensure full access by people with disabilities to evolving high speed broadband, wireless and other Internet Protocol (IP) technologies.

AAPD asserts there is little doubt that people with disabilities are among those whose lives are most improved by accessible online applications, and accessible and usable products and services.  That is why it is critical that we have access to broadband technology capable of supporting the most sophisticated functions. Unfortunately, people with disabilities are often among the most frequently isolated from these advances because of where they live, their income levels, or other specific barriers unique to our disability community.


AAPD hopes that all this is about to change with the funds made available by the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act as it promotes creating broadband networks in unserved and underserved areas and for the specific purposes the statute requires. As a leading voice in the disability community AAPD urges the NTIA to employ the most efficient processes to deliver service to the areas of highest need with the help of state and local leaders. 
Broadband Enhances the Lives of People with Disabilities

Broadband access holds the potential to make independent living a reality for countless people with disabilities. When the Internet can be accessed via broadband, we can participate in the same activities and access the same information as everyone else in the general population.  So long as the software and hardware used is accessible, we 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. These broadband features include:

· Shorter download waiting times that increase productivity, especially in employment and education settings, and that serves to reduce frustration for people with some types of intellectual and mental disabilities.

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

· Faster connection allows access to emergency information networks and alerts that may not be available via phone or in person.
· Greater bandwidth assists people with vision loss with access to audio material as this requires significant bandwidth, such as for audio books; similarly online reference and support information for people with print disabilities can be more available and usable.
· Greater bandwidth assists people with hearing disabilities, because accessibility can be built into online information, such as via video-clips in American Sign Language and captioning of information with audio content.
· More robust connections allows expansion of services by disability-related and other not-for-profit organizations to provide more services and share information with wider groups of individuals faster and at less expense through broader electronic dissemination.

· IP-based communication services for people with disabilities allows for smooth direct video communications:  this may be direct connection between sign language users and between others, such as people with speech disabilities, who rely on visual cues for communication; Video relay service (VRS) where sign language users 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 (and especially necessary in some emergency situations); and 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.
AAPD Supports Mapping Efforts


NTIA must do its best to use these funds efficiently and in a transparent and accountable manner.  NTIA has a key role in getting broadband to all parts of the country, starting with the most remote rural areas and then to other underserved areas. AAPD supports efforts to ensure mapping about the current availability of broadband and we believe this effort is crucial to making sure that stimulus funds are used appropriately. Detailed state maps need to be made and grants should be prioritized to make sure unserved areas are mapped accurately down to the broadband availability on each block of neighborhoods nationwide. Funds and deployment must focus on those who are truly unserved, where no broadband connections currently exist.  Furthermore, we expect people with disabilities to benefit from this type of mapping effort.
On State Level Proposals

AAPD believes NTIA should support proposals from states or other government entities based 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. For example: 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. 
If the NTIA follows many of these important steps and gives state and local governments and their private sector partners the flexibility to move quickly and effectively, we believe the goal of bringing the latest innovations and applications to every person with a disability canl be met. 

Sincerely,
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Andrew J. Imparato
President and Chief Executive Officer
American Association of People with Disabilities

1629 K Street NW, Suite 503 • Washington, DC  20006

phone 202-457-0046 (V/TTY) • 800-840-8844 (V/TTY) • fax 202-457-0473 • www.aapd.com

� The American Association of People with Disabilities (AAPD) is the largest national independent nonprofit cross-disability membership organization in the United States, dedicated to ensuring economic self-sufficiency and political empowerment for the more than 50 million Americans with disabilities. AAPD works in coalition with other disability organizations for the full implementation and enforcement of disability nondiscrimination laws, particularly the � HYPERLINK "http://www.ada.gov" \o "Americans with Disabilities Act" �Americans with Disabilities Act� (ADA) of 1990 and the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, as well as other statutes.








�Some of these accessibility barriers include: costly hardware and software specifically adapted for people with disabilities to use computers and to access the Internet, including broadband service; inaccessible public Internet locations due to a variety of factors including unavailable accessible transportation, insufficient adaptive or accessibility equipment or software, untrained staff, or practice and policy barriers that time limit or otherwise cause unnecessary delays for users with disabilities;  and Internet content, including websites, that has not been designed with the full range of users in mind.
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