CRASH COURSE ON COMPREHENSIVE BILL—21st Century Communications & Video Accessibility Act

Here’s a quick summary of some of issues addressed in H.R. 3101, a bill that is divided into two Titles: 
Title I Communication Accessibility

Extension of Section 255-type protections:  The bill will make sure that any types of phone (service or device)  used over the Internet are designed and developed to be accessible to and usable by all persons with disabilities. (Current law only extends to telecommunications and interconnected VoIP.  This would reach Skype-type services as well.)  For example, we’d like the hearing aid compatibility requirements that now apply to wireline and wireless phones to also apply to these new phones. This is so that people who are hard of hearing, including growing numbers of senior citizens, can also use these new types of phones.
It would make sure that people who have a disability and use relay services can use these services to communicate with other people who have disabilities, that is connect one form of relay service to another form of relay (the current law has been interpreted by the FCC to only allow conversations between people with disabilities and those without disabilities). E.g., a Speech To Speech relay user could phone a Captel User, or a VRS user can call a Hearing Carry Over user. It would ensure that all communication service providers, including those that enable conversations over the Internet, contribute to the Interstate Relay Fund.
It would allow low income persons with disabilities to benefit from the Universal Service Fund Lifeline/Linkup programs, to increase the number of people with disabilities that can use broadband.  (These programs currently provide subsidies to low income people for their phone connections and phone service, but only over the public switched telephone network (PSTN).)  Deaf people are tossing out their TTYs in favor of direct video connections and video relay services, both of which require broadband. The bill would allow eligible low income subscribers who are disabled to choose to use their Lifeline and Link-up subsidies for broadband instead of the traditional wire line phone network.  Low income people with disabilities must be able to afford broadband services to actively compete in the job market and to become more independent and productive citizens.  
There are about 70,000 – 100,000 deaf-blind individuals in the U.S. who need specialized equipment to communicate by phone/over the Internet.  The bill would set-aside of a modest amount of money in the Universal Service Fund (capped at $10 million /year) to bring this equipment to these individuals at discounted or no cost.  This will allow these individuals to work, shop, and function independently.

Title II Accessible Video Programming

The bill would restore the video description rules that were originally issued by the FCC in 2000 and overturned by a U.S. Court of Appeals in 2002.  In the transition to digital television programming, this important accessibility mode must not be forgotten.  The bill would also ensure that digital TVs are able to pass through video description. 

People with vision and hearing disabilities have significant difficulty when trying to navigate interfaces and controls on all types of video programming and playback devices, such as televisions, VCRs, and DVD players.  The measure would require an easy way for viewers to use accessibility features, such as a button on the remote to access closed captions and first level menu options for video description.  It would also require the ability to connect assistive technologies with audio output to TVs so that blind people are able to navigate on-screen menus and find their favorite TV programs just like everyone else.
It would extend the current requirements for TV sets to display programs with captions to beyond TVs with 13 inch screen sizes (The 13 inch minimum is contained in the Decoder Act of 1990).  There are lots of smaller size devices (PDAs, cell phones, MP3 players, etc.) that now display TV programming.  And now that everything is digital, it’s possible to see the captions on much smaller TV screens.  (For example, it is already possible to watch programs with captions on the Apple iPhone and iPod.)

It would require distributors of video programming that use Internet Protocol to pass through and provide closed captioning on programming that is already covered by the FCC’s closed captioning rules.  For example, when networks re-run their TV programs over the Internet, these would have to be captioned to the same extent that they are required to be captioned on TV. 
For further clarifications, please write COAT at info@coataccess.org
