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on

Digital Economy Future Directions

A.
Background

TEDICORE (Telecommunications and Disability Consumer Representation) welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the consultation paper on Digital Economy Future Directions.

TEDICORE is the voice of Australia's peak organisations of people with disabilities on telecommunications and is supported by the Commonwealth through the Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy "Grants to Fund Telecommunications Consumer Representations" program. TEDICORE is administered by the Australian Federation of Disability Organisations. It represents the interests of people with a disability in relation to telecommunications issues and promotes equity and accessibility. TEDICORE is guided by input from a Project Advisory Body (PAB) with members from a number of the peak disability bodies - Australian Association of the Deaf, Deafness Forum of Australia, Physical Disability Council of Australia, CAUS - Communication Rights Australia, Women With Disabilities Australia, Blind Citizens Australia, Brain Injury Australia, National Ethnic Disability Alliance; and a panel of experts comprising Barry Dingle, Rob Garrett and  Holly Raiche. 

TEDICORE exists to provide advice to government, regulators and communications organisations on the development of standards and codes, policies and programs which will maximise the equity of access to telecommunications for all Australians. It provides advice to people with disabilities about all aspects of communications technologies.


B. Introduction

TEDICORE endorses the Australian Government's efforts to increase the effective use of networked information and communications technologies by consumers.

This is the first opportunity for TEDICORE to present its views on participation by people with disabilities in the digital economy as previous workshops and the forum held in August and September 2008 did not specifically include consumer representatives. TEDICORE is unclear what is meant by “other stakeholders” in the Consultation Paper. TEDICORE suggests that any further consultation include representatives from consumer organisations. This is logical since users form the primary base for participation in the digital economy.

The OECD Ministerial Meeting on the Future of the Internet Economy in June 2008 was instructive in its invitation for involvement by all sectors. There were technical, business and civil society/organized labour streams at the Meeting where major Internet issues were debated. For example, in the Civil Society stream, a Declaration had been developed and presented to Ministers. Part of the Declaration stated the following:

“Inclusive Digital Society. The Internet should be accessible to all. OECD member countries should ensure that all residents have the means to access the Internet and should provide public Internet access, training and support. Particular attention should be paid to rural, remote and aboriginal populations, as well as the disability community.”

“Consumer Protection. Trust and confidence are critical to the success of the Internet economy. The OECD should ensure that consumer protection laws are properly enforced and cover digital products to the same extent that other consumer goods and services are covered. We recommend that the OECD adopt the policy proposals on Empowering Consumers in Communications Services and in Mobile Commerce as Council Recommendations, and that the OECD member countries implement these recommendations.” (http://thepublicvoice.org/events/seoul08/default.html#civil_society_documents)

In fact, the official Ministerial Declaration states that “6. We declare that, to contribute to the development of the Internet Economy, we will: d) ensure that the Internet Economy is truly global, through policies that: ... recognise the potential of the Internet and related technologies to provide enhanced services to people with disabilities..”. Further, the Declaration states that “9. We invite the OECD to further the objectives set out in this Declaration, through multi-stakeholder cooperation, by: ... assessing the application of current OECD instruments addressing consumer protection and empowerment ....”. 

The two aspects of the participation by people with disabilities in the digital economy as well as addressing consumer protection and empowerment are fundamental issues for TEDICORE. 

C. Participation by people with disabilities in the digital economy

Digital technologies are increasingly  important in every aspect of our society.  These technologies have the potential to give people with  disabilities the means of communicating on an equitable basis  in a manner that previously was  not  possible. This is an opportunity for inclusiveness – to view the Australian community as one while recognising its rich diversity.

Maximising accessibility to information and communication  technologies for people with disabilities will meet our obligations in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability (see Appendix 1). It will foster the development of an inclusive Australian society, increase the capacity of people with disabilities to contribute to the economy, and decrease reliance on welfare support.

The provision of affordable, quality, high-speed and symmetric broadband will encourage everyone to become part of a more advanced communications world. Deaf people using AUSLAN (Australian Sign Language) rely on high-speed symmetric broadband for video communications. There is an opportunity for Government to ensure better communications is for everyone.

Certain measures and safeguards are needed to ensure that these technologies are enabling rather than disabling.

Measures include:

· Designing technology products and services together with consumers with disabilities at the outset of the design process. This is called user-centred design. Incorporating internationally recognised inclusive design principles will facilitate this process. 

· People with disabilities are adequately supported and encouraged to actively engage with Government, industry and regulators in policy development as well as codes and standards development.

· Capacity-building through training and mentoring of consumer representatives is embedded in the philosophy of such engagement.

· Incorporation of accessibility for people with disabilities in the public procurement criteria of information and communication technologies in line with public procurement policies in USA and Europe

· Provision of specialised telecommunications equipment through an organisation independent of carriers and carriage service providers

· Recognition that the community is diverse and that hardware and software should be available to meet everyone's requirements in mobile phone handsets, digital TV interfaces and any consumer-based IP service. This includes Deaf people, people with speech impairments, physical disabilities and blind people. A Video Relay Service for AUSLAN users should be given funding.

· A Communications Allowance will make information and communication technologies affordable  for many people with disabilities.

· Information is equitably available either through well-trained shop staff, online databases of accessible phone features and customer service centres.

Safeguards include:

· The incorporation of a disability impact statement by Government to ensure that no new barriers will be raised with the introduction of any new technologies or policies.

· Codes and standards development in a transparent manner with adequately supported consumer representation.

· Equivalence enshrined in any future amendments of telecommunications legislation with the inclusion of a proposed Standard Communications Service definition to incorporate accessibility for people who do not use voice to communicate.

TEDICORE will discuss one measure from the above list in detail. This does not mean that the other measures are no less important. It merely indicates the necessity of engaging in further discussion about the range of measures to ensure that people with disabilities are equal partners in society with regard to participation in the digital economy.

Accessibility in ICT public procurement policy

Legislation and regulation are important drivers to address equal employment opportunities. This has been done in a unique way in U.S.A. where the federal government requires, based on amended legislation (Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act 1973), that all federal government employees including those with a disability should have the same opportunity to use hardware and software in the workplace. To achieve this, the workplace needed to be more accessible in terms of information and communications technology. Therefore, the U.S. federal government states in its procurement policy that hardware and software meeting accessibility criteria shall be preferred in purchasing decisions.   

Governments and their agencies are very large purchasers of goods and services and thus have the power to influence the market. This is having an effect as major hardware and software companies have to ensure that accessibility is now incorporated into their products in order to supply to the U.S. Government. Section 508 Accessibility Guidelines have been developed and are used to assess whether a variety of products including telephones and web sites are accessible. An international committee comprising consumer and industry representatives have extensively revised and extended the guidelines and its recommendations are now under consideration by the US Access Board.
    

The European Commission has a Public Procurement Directive incorporating accessibility and took part in the U.S. revisions of the Section 508 Guidelines as well as directing European standards bodies to develop appropriate guidelines. 

While there is limited manufacture of ICT products in Australia, TEDICORE is concerned that Australia needs to develop similar policies so that it does not become the “dumping ground” for inaccessible products not able to be sold in other developed countries. Naturally, this will have a detrimental effect on the ability for employers to adequately and cost-effectively meet the needs of people with disabilities in the workplace.  

Instead, a procurement policy incorporating accessibility for information and communications technology by federal, state and territory governments will have a strong impact on improving the working environment for government employees with disabilities and because of market pressures, potentially the rest of the community throughout Australia. 

The Australian Human Rights Commission in its Inquiry into employment for people with disabilities recommended that the Commonwealth government should start the process to adopt accessibility criteria in public procurement policies.

This is not only a matter of social justice but of economic importance. Access Economics estimated that in 2005 the potential lost taxation revenue of people with hearing loss due to their reduced paid workforce participation would be $2 billion.


D. Conclusion 

TEDICORE has outlined issues relating to improved availability, accessibility and affordability of the Internet and related communications technologies for people with disabilities.

Based on the examples set internationally through the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the OECD Ministerial Declaration, TEDICORE looks forward to further consultation and collaboration with the Department to enhance participation in the digital economy by people with disabilities. 

Gunela Astbrink
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TEDICORE

PO Box 1141

Toowong Qld 4066

Ph. (07) 3876 0880

Email: g.astbrink@tedicore.org.au
Appendix 1

UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities - Extracts concerning Information and Communication Technologies

TEDICORE believes that it is a Human Right that people with disabilities should have equitable access to communications. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) supports this belief with Article 1 stating that: “All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights…”. 

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with a Disability (ratified by Australia in 2008) recognises the inalienable rights of people with disabilities with respect to communications. 

Article 4 - General obligations

States Parties undertake to ensure and promote the full realisation of all human rights and fundamental freedoms for all persons with disabilities without discrimination of any kind on the basis of disability

Article 4 (g):

to undertake or promote research and development of, and to promote the availability and use of new technologies, including information and communications technologies, mobility aids, devices and assistive technologies, …suitable for persons with disabilities, giving priority to technologies at an affordable cost; 

Article 4 (h):

To provide accessible information to persons with disabilities:

about mobility aids, devices and assistive technologies including new technologies as well as other forms of assistance, support, services and facilities; 

Article 9 - Accessibility

To enable persons with disabilities to live independently and participate fully in all aspects of life, …….ensure to persons with disabilities access, on an equal basis with others, to the physical environment, to transportation, to information and communications, including information and communications technologies and systems, and to other facilities and services open or provided to the public, …….both in urban and in rural areas……

Article 9 (b): including…..

Information, communications and other services, including electronic services and emergency services.

In addition, Article 21 – Freedom of Expression and Opinion and Access to Information, includes “the freedom to seek, receive and impart information and ideas on an equal basis with others and through all forms of communication of their choice”.  This includes access to the range of information and communication technologies.

The complete Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities is available from http://www.un.org/disabilities/default.asp?navid=12&pid=150
�	Update of the Section 508 Standards and the Telecommunications Act Guidelines, Accessed online (30.1.09) at: http://www.access-board.gov/sec508/update-index.htm


�	 	Australian Human Rights Commission. WORKability 2: Solutions – Final Report of the National Inquiry into Employment and Disability. Accessed online (30.1.09) at: http://www.humanrights.gov.au/disability_rights/employment_inquiry/final/ch11.htm#_Toc121721502


�	Access Economics. Listen Hear!: The economic impact and cost of hearing loss in Australia. Accessed online (30.1.09) at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.accesseconomics.com.au/publicationsreports/showreport.php?id=71&searchfor=2006&searchby=year"��http://www.accesseconomics.com.au/publicationsreports/showreport.php?id=71&searchfor=2006&searchby=year�  (p.55)





