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Comments of the Coalition of Organizations for Accessible Technology (COAT)


The Coalition of Organizations for Accessible Technology (COAT) submits these comments in response to the Commission’s Public Notice seeking public input on the future of media and information needs of communities in the digital age.
  We understand that the Future of Media Project will produce a report that will provide a clear, precise assessment of the current media landscape, analyze policy options and, as appropriate, make policy recommendations to the FCC, other government entities, and other parties. COAT joins into this effort to ensure that the communications accessibility needs of millions of Americans with disabilities will be considered by the Project in its report.


COAT is a coalition of over 300 national, state and local disability-related organizations that was founded in 2007.
 The mission of COAT is to advocate for legislative and regulatory safeguards to ensure full access by people with disabilities to evolving high speed broadband, wireless and other Internet Protocol (IP) technologies. COAT’s agenda is broad and addresses communications areas such as Broadcast Television, Captioning, Emergency Information and Services, Hearing Aid Compatibility, Internet Protocol (IP), Telecommunications Relay Service, Universal Service, Video Description, Video Receivers and Players, and related access issues.

In general, COAT affirms the view that “government can provide leadership in offering access to information in forms that are usable by everyone, including accessible media for people with disabilities”.
  We believe that the Commission has been  -- and should continue to be -- a strong voice for ensuring accessibility, usability and affordability of media for the various communities of people with disabilities, and specifically, for people with sensory disabilities such as people with speech, hearing, vision, and intellectual disabilities. There is little doubt that citizens act increasingly not only as information consumers, but also as information providers. The availability of applications on devices – many of which require broadband connection – can and will enable replacement of older forms of participation and connection with newer means.
 
However, old barriers remain and new barriers to accessibility and usability emerge with these new forms. For instance, the provision of an increasing amount of information and social interactivity over a broadband Internet and via mobile wireless devices presents new obstacles when such information is not provided in accessible formats, a device does not pass through embedded accessibility, or there lacks usability of controls to navigate the content.  Careful regulatory policy will be needed to ensure that people with disabilities are able to receive the news and information they need in the new broadband ecosystem.  In these comments, COAT discusses various accessibility barriers that must be addressed by the FCC. Our comments respond to the Topics and Questions in the Public Notice:
Information Needs of Communities & Citizens

The disability communities want the same information that everyone else receives and expects to receive. However, too often there are technological barriers to the content. Question #1 about media platforms, and Question #9 about availability of news, trigger concerns for us as there is insufficient or no captioning on the Internet and very little or no video description of video material displayed on the Internet. More and more essential cultural, civic, health, educational, financial and other information is accessed, or has to be accessed over the Internet. Entertainment, news and critical details of emergencies are regularly “posted” or made available on Internet websites. Such material often includes video material or programming. 


Current FCC regulations set forth a comprehensive set of mandates for closed captioning of video programming on television, but no parallel requirements apply to programming shown de novo or passed over the Internet.  In this growing digital era, closed captioning obligations must be extended to Internet-based video programming platforms to ensure that people who are deaf and hard of hearing, and other users of captioning, have the same access to such programming as the general public, regardless of the platform over which such media is exhibited.


Likewise, in regard to video description
 FCC policy supports pass through of program related material – such as video description -- in cable programming.
 However, there has been little or no discussion of how programming with any available video description would be displayed and shown over the Internet.  In this growing digital era, there is an opportunity to bring new forms of accessibility within Internet-based video programming platforms to ensure that people with blindness or visual impairments have the same access as the general public, regardless of the platform over which such media is exhibited.

We therefore recommend the FCC review its current regulations in light of new media and the new technology systems for delivery of content.

In regard to Question #2 about delivery of critical information during emergencies, FCC rules set forth specific obligations for television networks and distributors to make emergency programming visually accessible to people with hearing loss. However, a comparable requirement must be established for aural (“audio”) information for people with blindness or visual impairments. Right now, people who are blind or with visual impairments receive only an aural tone when emergency information alerts scroll across the bottom of a TV screen. These alerts contain critical emergency information about the emergency situation such as tornado path direction, steps to take for protection, evacuation orders, how to keep water safe, etc. There is simply no way a person with a visual impairment would receive this information under the current regulatory scheme, putting them at risk of life and property loss and damage. New technology approaches can and should allow changing this silent text output into audio output as well.

We therefore recommend the FCC review its current rules for accessible emergency information in the context of new technologies that should support making such information accessible.


Question #4 asks about media consumption patterns. Like other minority groups,  we believe that people with disabilities rely on trusted sources of information such as individual leaders and disability advocacy organizations for positioning on national issues – for instance, health care reform or for disability specific-topics like special education or vocational rehabilitation – because these subjects are not typically covered in “mainstream” news. COAT believes there is little research conducted on how people with disabilities receive information from the various media and we ask the FCC to encourage more research in this area.

Question #5 asks about access to libraries and schools in regard to community information flow. As libraries and schools continue to take on new or updated roles to support the flow of community information – particularly as broadband adoption and deployment expand -- it is critical for these entities to provide tools that make it possible for children and adults with disabilities to have access to such information.  Not only will this entail, among other things, the physical accessibility of libraries and all programs and privileges of the library, but also greater attention to ensuring accessible websites and access to content. This may involve ensuring accessibility to the information about the library itself, accessibility of collections in any databases, the distribution of written materials in accessible formats and accessible content where it is provided in video formats, distribution of electronic books, in addition to accessibility of new electronic interactivity that libraries and schools may develop.

COAT is particularly concerned about the limited amount of times, or time limitations – such as 15 minutes per user -- placed on users of computers at libraries and schools who are accessing the Internet through public computer access programs. People with disabilities often take longer – due to accessibility needs – to use such publicly-available devices and we would want libraries and schools to be mindful that ‘providing more time’ can be a reasonable accommodation to disability.

In response to Question #6, we note that while many local and state governments have greatly improved in providing useful and timely information to communities through their websites, accessibility difficulties remain.  Much of this information is not otherwise available or is not permanently available, e.g., in local newspapers or through broadcast media.  However, such information is not equally accessible to all people with disabilities if the sites cannot be read by screen-readers used by people with blindness or visual impairments, and if audio or audio/video content is included that is not captioned and described.  Efforts should be taken up to ensure such website accessibility. 

Commercial Broadcast TV and Radio, Cable & Satellite


In regard to Question 19’s discussion of public interest obligations, video description and captioning availability and pass-through should be examined to ensure accessibility for people with disabilities in the digital age. 

Video description: The FCC promulgated modest video description requirements for television programming that were struck down in 2002 for lack of sufficient authority.  Efforts to enact legislation (H.R. 3101) to provide such authority should be supported by the Commission so that people with blindness or visual impairments have the same access to video programming as everyone else. 
Self-implementing exemptions: Current FCC rules for captioning allow some video programming to be exempt from captioning on a self-implementing basis for distributors. These exemptions should be looked at afresh given the future of media in a digital age when there is more and more potential for transaction and transfer and the likelihood of the need for pass through of accessibility modalities may be needed. For instance, video material covered by these self-implementing exemptions includes: programming produced solely for closed circuit or private distribution;
  programming involving candidates for public office;
 and commercial leased access, public access, governmental and educational access programming.


As we enter an era that will be characterized by more and more adoption of broadband technologies and mobile connection to content, many of these previously obvious demarcations among video content may be less distinctive and clear. The content of programming -- as limited within these exemptions – may reflect the intrinsic processes of democracy, such as public education and awareness, may present election information and campaigning, or may be expressions of common civil and civic discourse.  Consumers with disabilities must be able to have access to this content -- and that means accessibility and usability -- if they are to avail themselves of the same content on an equivalent basis as other consumers in a new digital age. COAT asserts that these exempted lines of programming are information channels, are an important source of local news and information, and in many cases are the means by which democracy occurs locally and in the future, and as they may transform with new digital technologies, may be the means for how democracy and news distribution is conducted locally. Therefore, we recommend that these exemptions should be looked at anew in light of changing technologies.
Real-Time Captioning of Local News: Current FCC rules allow local news stations in America to provide captioning via electronic newsroom reporting or ENR, i.e., via teleprompter scripts.  This form of captioning misses the often critical live news updates, field reports and additional critical details of an emergency situation found in local news broadcasts.  A 2004 petition filed by various national deaf and hard of hearing consumer organizations requested the FCC to re-evaluate the use of electronic newsroom captioning, and to expand requirements for real-time captioning to local television stations across the United States.  The Commission’s current plans to examine future media provide an opportune time to make the necessary changes to these captioning rules, so that caption viewers have full access to televised news and information.  
Internet and Mobile


Question 38 asks about the role of mobile devices and services in meeting news and information needs.  There is little doubt our disability communities are, or will be, taking up mobile communications.
  Mobile access to news and emergency information is sure to be high on the list of topics our community wants to connect to and engage with, if interactivity is part of the future. We recommend that the FCC address this concern in any further inquiries or rulemakings.

Accessible Emergency Alerts:  The distribution methods for televised programming and emergency alerts are changing quickly. Nearly all experts agree that in the future there will be much more reliance on mobile wireless products for the delivery of critical news and emergency information.  As such reliance expands and an increasing number of information-gathering and delivery applications become available through such devices, it will be critical to ensure access by people with disabilities to these products and applications.  Among other things, this will mean that such devices must be designed, developed and fabricated with accessibility and usability in mind.  For instance, they must be able to display closed captions, pass through video description, provide auditory output for visual menus, and must have controls, interfaces and tools that are navigable by all users. We recommend that the FCC address these concerns in any further inquiries or rulemakings.
Research & Further Questions


In Question #41, the Commission asks “What subject areas should be studied and/or additional data collected?” COAT believes there is insufficient or no data collected about how the various disability communities use either old or new media and what sources are relied upon or used for information by us. We recommend that in any future studies questions should be developed that address this and that the Commission should encourage private sector entities that collect data to also include disability-related questions.

In Question #42, the Commission asks, “What have we failed to ask that we should?”  COAT asserts that the Commission should consider, throughout any proceedings resulting from this Media Project, the following question: “What should be done to ensure that people with disabilities have equal access?” This should be considered in light of whatever current technologies are being used, such as television and telephony, and within the context of newer and emerging technologies, such as wireless broadband. COAT has to look only at its own use of electronic social media (Twitter, Facebook, hosted website, Email, Yahoo group list serve)
 to see the extent to which we use new applications and technologies to report out own news, disseminate other people’s news and views, and to allow for interactivity that was impossible when the Coalition first started in March 2007. In a brief three years, we have seen how a new digital age is creating an exciting variety of new sources, business models and delivery methods for news and information. We are also not clear on how accessible and usable these new applications are for users with disabilities and would like to see more public discussion and implementation of accessibility strategies, particularly in regard to who should be responsible for ensuring accessibility and usability in design, development, fabrication and dissemination.
Summary of COAT Recommendations

 The FCC has an obligation to ensure that people with disabilities are not left behind as increasing numbers of individuals and households obtain their news and information from the Internet and through new digital technologies.  To this end, and to begin providing solutions for many of the accessibility concerns discussed above, as part of its exploration of future digital media, the FCC should conduct inquiries that look at the following: 
1. The formats, software, and applications commonly used by video programming providers and owners for exhibition on the Internet, via digital wireless services and other new technologies, as well as the technical issues associated with the implementation of closed captioning and video description by means of such new technologies. 

2. The technical standards, protocols, and procedures needed for the transmission of closed captioning and video description on the Internet, digital wireless services and other new technologies. 

3. The technical standards, protocols and procedures needed to enable video programming providers and owners to transmit emergency information in a manner that is accessible to individuals with blindness or visual impairments, as well as the parties obligated to create, receive, and transmit such emergency information.
4. Research efforts that ensure that the accessibility and usability needs of individuals with disabilities are addressed.
COAT thanks the Commission for this opportunity to contribute to the examination of future media and information needs of communities in a digital age. We hope our recommendations lead to a strengthening of the nation’s media and information ecosystem. 
On Behalf of the Coalition of Organizations for Accessible Technology (COAT),
--Jenifer Simpson, Senior Director for Government Affairs, American Association of People with Disabilities (AAPD)

--Eric Bridges, Director of Advocacy and Government Affairs, American Council of the Blind (ACB)

--Rosaline Crawford, Director, Law and Advocacy Center, National Association of the Deaf

--Mark Richert, Director of Public Policy, American Foundation for the Blind, American Foundation for the Blind (AFB)
May 4, 2010: Coalition of Organizations for Accessible Technology, 1629 K Street NW, Suite 950, Washington, DC 20006. Email info@coataccess.org; Website http://www.coataccess.org
� FCC Launches Examination of the Future of Media and Information Needs of Communities in a Digital Age, Public Notice, DA 10-100, GN Docket No. 10-25 (January 21, 2010) (“Public Notice”).


� More on COAT at � HYPERLINK "http://www.coataccess.org" ��http://www.coataccess.org�, including COAT’s broad agenda at � HYPERLINK "http://www.coataccess.org/node/1" ��http://www.coataccess.org/node/1� COAT advocates for legislative and regulatory safeguards to ensure full access by people with disabilities to evolving high speed broadband, wireless and other Internet Protocol (IP) technologies.  





� Page 31, Informing Communities: Sustaining Democracy in the Digital Age:  The Report of the Knight Commission on the Information Needs of Communities in a Democracy (Oct. 2, 2009). Available at � HYPERLINK "https://secure.nmmstream.net/anon.newmediamill/aspen/kcfinalenglishbookweb.pdf" ��https://secure.nmmstream.net/anon.newmediamill/aspen/kcfinalenglishbookweb.pdf�. 


� Video description is the description of key visual elements in programming, inserted into natural pauses in the audio of programming and makes television programming more accessible to Americans who have vision disabilities.


� See 1995 Cable rules at (g) Conditions of carriage, and  p. 27 of the DTV Order, FCC 01-22. 





� See at 49CFR 79.1 (e) (1).


� See at 49 CFR 79.1 (e)(9)


� Idem.


�According to CTIA spokesperson Dane Snowden, “80% of people with disabilities now have wireless connection or access to it," at CTIA2010, March 23, 2010, at � HYPERLINK "http://www.coataccess.org/node/6771" ��http://www.coataccess.org/node/6771�.





� That is, one can follow the COAT Coalition’s activities on twitter.com @coataccess, join the Coalition Facebook group, view stories posted regularly on the interactive website at � HYPERLINK "http://www.coataccess.org" ��http://www.coataccess.org�, publicly comment on such stories, send inquiries to � HYPERLINK "mailto:info@coataccess.org" ��info@coataccess.org� or join COAT as member to benefit from a Yahoo group list serve. 
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