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The American Council of the Blind (ACB) very much appreciates  having the opportunity to provide comments concerning the challenges that the blind and visually impaired community faces with the adoption of broadband. 

1. Of the estimated 22.4 million adults who experience significant vision loss, how many use broadband?

According to the 1999 SIPP, 21.1% of people who are blind or visually impaired had access to the Internet. Of that number, 4.8 percent had access only outside their home.  Since that data was made available 10 years ago, broadband-based technologies have been increasingly utilized to accomplish various economic and independent living activities including the use of rapid communication for emergency responses by government and other organizations, the availability of audio and video via broadband for the delivery of news and other information, and the increasing delivery of sophisticated educational tools to teach America’s workforce.

2. Are there any statistics about children with significant vision loss and the percentage that use broadband?

In the 2007 Annual Report from the American Printing House for the Blind, there are approximately 57,696 legally blind children in the U.S. The children referred to range in age from 0-21 years and only include those children with vision loss that are legally blind. Children of school age will most likely have access to the Internet at least in a classroom setting.  Having access to broadband in a classroom setting, however, creates a set of challenges within homes and communities in that children using broadband to utilize educational tools lack such access at home.  With such being the case, blind and visually impaired children are unable to take advantage of technologies that would enable them to network with school-age children across the country and beyond.  In addition, blind and visually impaired children are unable to utilize the educational tools that would aid them to learn.

3. What are the biggest concerns relating to the accessibility of broadband for this community? 

Web sites that are not accessible is the first of three major concerns related to broadband for people who are blind or visually impaired.  As a set of technologies increasingly used for education, employment, entertainment, and community living, web sites utilizing broadband to deliver variety of material pose one of the largest barriers to access.  (See responses to questions 10 and 11 for more details.)

Secondly, the affordability of broadband, software, and equipment poses a challenge  to the community that must use broadband in order to be successful in settings such as  employment.  (See the response to question 4 for further details.)
Lastly, access to affordable, community-based  training for emerging broadband, software, and equipment presents a large challenge to the community of blind and visually impaired people.  In an age of rapid technical changes in various technologies, the ready availability of software and equipment alone cannot provide sufficient safe-guards to ensure that this community is not left behind.  The complex interaction if assistive technologies with broadband-based interfaces coupled with the need to navigate the uncertain nature of web site accessibility leaves this community particularly vulnerable.  The necessity to deliver consistent and affordable training to blind and visually impaired broadband users is paramount.  Without such training, the community cannot participate in many employment, educational, social, and community activities.

4. Is affordability a major concern for this community? 7. For how many people with vision disabilities is the cost of screen readers and other assistive technologies a barrier to using the Internet?

Affordability is the second of three major concerns related to broadband for people who are blind or visually impaired--unemployment and underemployment are significant factors.

Recent Bureau of Labor statistics show that in February 2009, the unemployment rate of individuals with disabilities was 14%, compared with 8.7% for persons with no disability. However, in her 2004 "Blind Adults in America: Their Lives and Challenges," Diana M. Zuckerman reports that  only 19% of legally blind adult Americans (18 years of age and older) were employed. Other research shows that people with disabilities who work full-time earn less than their counterparts.  

Broadband access can be prohibitively expensive for individuals with low incomes.  In addition, hardware and software needed to make computers and broadband service accessible to people with disabilities can be very costly – and most definitely enough to turn people away from these services.  For instance, JAWS or Window Eyes, the two most common screen readers used to enable a person who is blind or visually impaired to read the text or underlying content on a web page, each costs over $1,000.  Installation, maintenance and upkeep add to this cost.  In addition, people who are blind or visually impaired require other software to access printed information such as books.  As with screen readers, the two commonly used software products for this purpose cost $1000—further requiring maintenance and upkeep.  Taking mobile broadband into consideration, this cost becomes even more prohibitive when adding the cost of screen reading technologies to many cell phone devices.  The affordability of mobile broadband and the accompanying software and equipment becomes a large concern for the community as the implications to the need of using such technologies for successful employment are fully considered.

Individuals who are unemployed or earning meager salaries simply do not have the financial wherewithal to afford broadband service or the specialized equipment needed to access that service.

5. How many people with vision disabilities need a screen reader or text-to-speech software to access the Internet?

All individuals who are blind or who are blind or visually impaired need a screen reader or text magnification software to access the Internet.

6. How many people use this technology in the United States today?

All 21.1% of the 22.4 million people who are blind or visually impaired, reported in question one, who wish to access the Internet must use assistive technology to do so. 

8. Do any state equipment programs provide assistive technologies for people with vision disabilities?

When tied to specific vocational goals, many state rehabilitation agencies sponsor software and equipment for blind and visually impaired people.  However this assistance is limited to a very small percentage of the community.  When provided, such equipment is often unable to support the type of broadband technologies—particularly sophisticated web sites—needed by the community.

9. How many more people with vision disabilities would have access to broadband if public funds were used to subsidize the specialized equipment used by people with vision disabilities?

It is difficult to judge how many people who are blind or visually impaired would gain access to broadband if subsidies were available. The remaining cost, maintenance, and upgrading of assistive technology, in addition to the cost of broadband and the cost of a computer and related hardware would still be prohibitive to someone who is unemployed or underemployed.  If public funds are used to subsidize broadband technologies, the problem of providing broadband to the community must be considered holistically.  The three factors discussed in question three above must be considered as a part of the solution.  A broad response with web site access, equipment affordability, and equipment training combined with the need to  ensure industry responsiveness to this community will certainly allow significant broadband penetration among people who are blind and visually impaired.

10. How often do people with vision disabilities find that web content is inaccessible?   11. Are there certain kinds of websites that are more likely to be inaccessible?

Frequently people who are blind or visually impaired find web sites that are at least partially inaccessible. Web sites that contain multiple links, graphic images, and/or forms to be completed, for example, that are not designed to conform with web accessibility standards can be inaccessible. These web accessibility standards include the 2001 Section 508 standards promulgated by the Access Board as well as the recommendations provided by the World Wide Web Consortium.  This is especially true of  commercial sites where the user is shopping for merchandise. Web sites requiring users to read captcha text, for example, to provide security need to provide a nonvisual, audio security option.  Government, education, and entertainment web  sites are often found to be inaccessible.  Large platforms that deliver education to a broad population are found to be lacking in access; and web sites that particularly deliver information via inaccessible Portable Document Format (PDF) documents can be severely limiting.

12. How much is video description used on the web?

While a meager amount of described video is available on the web, video description is not mandated for the Internet and its use is completely voluntary.   As a result, entertainment sites such as CBS provide content without any video description.  Commercial sites such as Netflicks, iTunes or amazon.com provide no known audio described content.

13. What percentage of mass market consumer broadband equipment and devices contain the accessibility features that people who are blind or have vision disabilities need to access broadband?

Most mass market consumer broadband equipment and devices do not contain accessibility features that are built in. Almost universally, people who are blind or visually impaired must use assistive technology in order to access the Internet using such equipment and devices.

14. In general, is the marketplace more responsive or less responsive to accessibility concerns than in the past?

Certainly, many web sites are accessible today but the commercial sites, especially those whose brick and mortar stores are covered by Title III of the ADA, or who have no physical presence in the community, are less responsive to the accessibility needs of people who are blind or visually impaired.  Most businesses who perceive accessibility to provide little monetary benefit make no concerted effort to deliver access via their web sites or their products.

15. What broadband applications have the potential to benefit this community the most?

Millions of Americans use the Internet today to access information on any number of topics and services and blind or visually impaired people can benefit from the same access to information. However, the commercial sites which afford the ability to purchase merchandise and groceries is one of particular importance to people who are blind or visually impaired. It allows them to shop without the necessity of needing transportation to the brick and mortar facilities. Education, accessible distance learning, for example, can lead to the employability or advancement of people who are blind or visually impaired.  But, in particular, broadband mobile technologies such as cell phones (or equipment that utilize mobile broadband) have the most to contribute.  This technology is particularly suited to bring more employment opportunities along with community involvement.

16 Will more outreach to those in this community help spur broadband use?

Outreach to the blindness and visual impairment community will not necessarily help increase broadband use in that population as long as the economic factors of low employment, the cost of broadband, and the cost of assistive technology to access the Internet exist.  The community is well aware of the potential benefits that broadband can afford.  Broadband has the capacity to bring much-needed access to people who are blind and visually impaired by bringing information that has not been traditionally available.  Without solving aforementioned challenges in a concerted manner will leave this community significantly behind in the global broadband revolution.

17. If so, are there some effective mechanisms or networks to do so?

Outreach can be accomplished through the  membership organizations serving the blindness and visual impairment community.

