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Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the guidelines and rules for the next round of Broadband Initiatives Program and Broadband Technology Opportunities Program.   The Trace Center and its Rehabilitation Engineering Research Center on Information Technology Access have been integrally involved in accessibility for over 35 years.  The Trace Center created the first Web accessibility guidelines, which were later use by the W3C as the starting point for its guidelines.  Trace guidelines were also used as the basis for the accessibility programs in IBM, Apple, Microsoft and many other companies. The original access features in Windows, Mac OS and other operating systems came from the Trace Center as well.  The Trace Center has worked with over 50 assistive technology and mainstream technology companies in helping to make their products more accessible and to reach more users with more types of disability. 

Our society is now trying to ensure that the benefits and opportunities that broadband services can offer will reach all corners of our country.  In the process of reaching all corners, however, we are concerned that our society may bypass many people with disabilities.  Specifically, the concern is that these individuals may be able to get physically “connected” to broadband services, but may not be able to actually use or benefit from these services because of other barriers.  This is unfortunate because some of these individuals are the ones who could benefit most from broadband services.

In addressing the request for comments we will first present some general cross-cutting comments, followed by specific responses to your questions.  

Access by people with disability, literacy, and aging related barriers

We want to begin by thanking you for including disability access in the Public Computer Centers portion of the last BTOP grant guidelines document.  Public Computer Centers are a critical component in ensuring broadband access to those with few or no resources (who may not have broadband in their homes or may not have jobs with broadband services) – and the accessibility of these facilities is essential.   

However, people with disabilities, those with literacy problems, and elders who are having trouble using the Internet, need to have access beyond just these public computing centers.  In the next round therefore we would like to see a broader recognition of these groups as underserved.  As we build out our infrastructure it is important that these individuals be brought along in all aspects of broadband deployment for all of the reasons that access to broadband services have been cited as being critical for all Americans. 

We are also concerned that trying to address accessibility in a piecemeal fashion is not going to be successful.  Individual public computer center projects cannot hope to be able to create solutions by themselves that could address the wide variety of barriers which are posed by people having different types, degrees, and combinations of disabilities.  Despite the focus on access to public computer center s, there is little question that not all of the projects proposed to NTIA will include accommodations for people with disabilities.  It was not required in the last round and the BTOP funding only covers some of the many Public Access Centers. Even for those that did include accessibility it will be difficult to address all the types, degrees and combinations of disability.   And broad support for accessibility is unlikely to survive in many of the public centers beyond the end of the grant funding. This will not be because of lack of concern for these groups by the public computing centers, but rather because there is no sustainable mechanism to keep these accessibility accommodations up to date (and due to advancing mainstream technologies accessibility accommodations must be updated almost every year in order to be effective).

Number

The number of Americans with disabilities is greater than the population of even the largest state.  And if we include individuals with any type of literacy problem, the number increases.  While it is difficult to quantify the exact number of people with disabilities who currently have difficulty in accessing all of the types of content on the web (and services) this is a widely reported and recognized problem. If only 5% of people with disabilities are facing barriers which prevent them from accessing some or all of the information services and other advantages that broadband access provides, this would still represent a number of individuals which was larger than the population of 15 states.

Efforts are now underway by Trace and other groups to try to address the access barriers faced by people with disability, literacy, or aging related barriers on a national level.  These efforts seek to enhance the broadband infrastructure, so that (commercial and free-public) alternate interfaces or interface enhancement will one day become available to all at the same time that broadband is deployed to the general public. The goal is that, as we provide people with broadband service, we also provide them with an accessible interfaces that they can use to actually take advantage of the benefits of broadband service, alongside their peers and without disabilities.

In designing the final BTOP program, we request that the language be such as to allow for national programs to systematically address the problem of disability access to broadband information and services so that it coincides with the country’s general broadband deployment and can ensure long-term access to these resources, services and opportunities into the future.  If access to broadband information and service is as important as BTOP program assumes, then the importance of ensuring access by this group of individuals is equally important.  In fact, since achieving gainful employment and other broadband benefits are so significant for these groups, broadband services may in fact be of greater importance to this group in their efforts to be  productive, independent, and participating members in our society. 

Responses to NTIA questions

Streamlining the Applications & Expert Review Process

Should the agencies modify the two-step review process, and if so, how?

Should NTIA continue to rely on unpaid experts as reviewers? Or, should we consider using solely Federal or contractor staff?
In considering modifications to the review process, we recommend that NTIA and RUS keep in mind the full range of proposal types that might be submitted.  Since this is the last round of funding, it is important that BTOP be able to fund not only the core broadband outreach activities (such as new fiber or copper to neighborhoods or programs), but all of the other activities that must be present in order for the core to be effective for all Americans.  In examining the review process therefore, consideration should be made as to whether the review process will allow for consideration of all proposals on their merit. It would be unfortunate if a high-quality and essential proposal would not make it through the review process because the scoring criteria were not really designed for that type of activity. 

With regard to the question about external, contractor, or internal reviewers, we would recommend that the review process not be carried out solely by external reviewers. External or contract reviewers can feel more bound by the specific language of the criteria and less able to feel empowered to select new and innovative approaches, even if that is what is required to ensure full access to all segments of the population. To the extent that external and contract reviewers are used, their instruction should include the ability to show some flexibility.

How should the application be revised to reflect the participation of consortiums or public-private partnerships in the application process? 

Should certain critical information be requested from all members of such groups, in addition to the designated lead applicant, to sufficiently evaluate the application?

We feel the level of detail requested should vary depending upon the size and role of the participants in a consortium.  While it is probably a good idea to gather information about partners (to prevent a consortium structure from masking participants’ information) the level of information requested should vary depending on the size and role of the consortium partner.  Requiring too much information of small or minor participants can lead to their elimination from participation in consortia where they could be useful.  The smaller participants often represent greater opportunities for creating or maintaining jobs and for providing citizen input on projects.

Outreach and Support

We would recommend repeating the workshops, this time emphasizing the things that people missed on the first round, and emphasizing any changes.

Policy Issues Addressed in the NOFA 

A. Funding Priorities and Objectives.   – Targeted Populations

Because of the large size of the disability population, because this population is dispersed and not in any geographic region, and because the needs and the degree of various accessibility barriers and the combinations of disabilities vary greatly, it is difficult for local or geographically targeted projects to address this population well.  In particular it is difficult for such projects to address any but the most common or typical disability types and degrees.

We would like to suggest that funds be specifically targeted toward the disability area, or that steps are taken to ensure that it is a priority within one of the other targeted areas.  Furthermore we suggest that national, rather than just local efforts be supported within the funding categories allowed.

In the current language the phrase " underserved communities and vulnerable populations (i.e., elderly, low-income, minority)” is used
.  The word “disability” was omitted from these examples, and we strongly urge its inclusion.  People who are older for example are not inherently vulnerable if they are not "low income" or do not have some "functional limitation" or disability.  While we do not suggest removing "elderly" from the list because they have a special set of needs, we do recommend that those with disabilities be highlighted as well and brought into the definition all of "underserved communities and vulnerable populations."

As noted above, it will do little good to ensure that broadband connections reach these groups if they are unable to take advantage of them.  The modern technologies that are increasingly being used to provide information and services on the web are also creating new and expanding problems for users with disabilities.  And the direction the web technologies are going is likely to increase the barriers as well as the costs for specialized solutions, unless something systematic is done to curb this trend.  It should be noted that the cost for providing access to these populations it's not just going to rise for the individuals themselves.  It is also going to rise for governments and for private industry. A systematic approach to accessibility can decrease the cost to create and deliver new types of accessibility features and services.  This can both decrease the cost to all stakeholders (consumers, government, industry) but also increase the accessibility and usability of these new broadband based resources and services to one of the populations that may be most in need of using them.

Targeted proposals vs. incorporation in all proposals

While we strongly encourage the incorporation of disability access as a component in all proposals, we fear that this is unlikely to happen.  First, this was not required of grantees who submitted project proposals during the first round of applications.  Second, even those who have incorporated accessibility in their funding proposals are not likely to maintain such access requirements past the end of their stimulus funding.   Finally, not all public access points are covered by the program so access by people with disabilities is likely to be uneven and inconsistent at best.    

But more relevant is the fact that even where programs do try to address accessibility, there is a limit on what individual programs can do.   As noted above, the wide variety of disability types, degrees and combinations is beyond the capabilities of any individual programs.  Rather, a national effort to support accessibility anywhere and at any time – in public centers and other locations is critical. 

Definition of disability should include cognitive, language, and learning disabilities. 

The last BTOP Grant Guidelines document mentioned, in it sections on Public Access Facilities, that "[p]ublic computer centers funded by BTOP should be accessible (physically, technologically, and culturally) to people with disabilities, such as limited mobility, vision, or hearing.”    We urge NTIA to add cognitive, language, and learning disabilities to this list of disabilities.  This is one of the largest disability groups and one that is the least well served today.   Indeed, the FCC just recently recognized that mental disabilities present one of the barriers to the full adoption and use of broadband services.   In its National Broadband Plan Public Notice # 16, released on November 10, 2009, the FCC stated (emphasis added):

The 2009 Pew Broadband Adoption Study found, generally, that relevance, price, availability, and usability were the main reasons cited for not using broadband at home.
   Based on this and other research and comments filed in the record, the Commission believes that the primary barriers non-adopters face include: affordability of service, affordability of hardware, insufficient digital and technical literacy levels, unawareness of the personal relevance and utility of broadband technology and online content and an inability to use existing technology and applications due to physical or mental disabilities.
 

Middle Mile, Last Mile, and Last Foot

One of the concerns that Trace has is that access or availability is often discussed in “pipe” terms only.  This would suggest that running a broadband connection to the neighborhood or house is sufficient to garner the benefits to the user.  For people who can uses standard technologies, this may be true.  But for those who have functional limitations, running a connection up to their house, or even providing them with a computer will not be enough to provide the benefits and opportunities of broadband.  Not even the free public access points will serve these individuals if the access points cannot support someone with their particular type, degree and combination of disabilities. 

We suggest that resources also be targeted for the “final foot” of the chain:  the interface to the user. If we do not ensure that the “final foot” is provided and accessible (a usable interface to the individual actually trying to use the broadband service) then the value of rest of the network is lost.  Individuals denied such access will then be left out – defeating the overall intent of the program. For example, an individual who is blind or cannot read the text on the screen will not be able to effectively use the broadband service if they have no way of having the text on the screen read for them via speech.  

In some respects one can think of such “final foot” projects as being akin to the middle mile projects.  Indeed, they are like what the ‘final mile’ projects need in order for them to deliver service to the people.  Accordingly, the language in the middle mile program should be revised to cover or allow “final foot” projects.   More specifically, some mechanism is needed in the final funding guidelines to allow national “final foot” projects to be funded.   
F. Cost Effectiveness. 

With regard to cost effectiveness we would suggest that the consequences of not carrying out the proposed activity be considered along with any costs associated with that activity. The costs of excluding large portions of the population – i.e., people with disabilities –  from broadband service deployment will be significant in terms of greater dependency on government social benefit programs and reduced productivity.   We urge NTIA to consider these and other costs to society, Internet content and service providers, the government, and individuals with disabilities if people with disabilities are not able to access and use the broadband information services like everyone else. 

We suggest that the best and most cost-effective way of supporting everyone who is trying to provide access to people with disabilities, is to provide support for alternate interfaces on a national level in a way that supports local and individual efforts.

What other substantive changes to the NOFA should RUS and NTIA consider that would encourage applicant participation, enhance the programs, and satisfy the goals of the Recovery Act? 

  Our answer to this question also summarizes our comments above.  Our recommendations, to both enhance the programs and satisfy the goals of the Recovery Act are to:

1. Include disability whenever underserved populations are discussed.

2. Structure the funding program so as to allow national projects to facilitate accessibility by people with disability, literacy, or aging related barriers.

3. Include people with cognitive, language, and learning disabilities in any lists of disability types.

4. Allow projects focused on enhancing the national infrastructure to enable delivery of alternate interfaces (commercial and public) to all users who need them
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