Remarks of Link Hoewing, Assistant Vice President of Internet and Technology Issues, Verizon

The FCC’s report “Broadband Adoption and Use in America” released a few weeks ago contains enlightening data regarding how people with disabilities use information technologies and broadband services.   It suggests a number of factors contribute to the lower levels of adoption of broadband on the part of people with disabilities.  While cost is cited by many as contributing to the lack of adoption, there appear to be many other contributing factors to the fact that people with disabilities – at virtually all levels including age or income – are far less likely to have broadband connections.  
For example, even those with broadband connections do far fewer things online than people without disabilities suggesting that services may not be adapted well to the needs of people with disabilities or the devices used to connect are not well configured to meet their needs.  Those who have disabilities in the survey were older than most respondents which is to be expected since as we age disabilities of various kinds are likely to affect all of us.  But older people are also generally less likely to be online for a variety of reasons including less familiarity with the technology and lower income levels generally for older Americans.
What does this mean for our National Broadband Policy?  First, while we have challenges in connecting more people with disabilities to broadband, the transition of information technologies and communications networks to digital technologies, open protocols, “always on” and higher capacity broadband technologies and mobility has increased dramatically the adaptability and impact of broadband for people with disabilities.  
One personal example.   Earlier in my career, I worked closely with a number of advocates for the hearing impaired.  At the time, either relay services or TTY devices were the only way to communicate with these people over distance and these technologies were not widely used by those without disabilities.   When broadband networks began to reach the mass market and more and more people were connected with “always on” communications, Instant Messaging, which had largely been for geeks and the technology focused, began to become a staple for the hearing impaired.  In many ways, it became the “phone system” for the hearing impaired and they could reach many people who they could never have connected with in the past.

So, encouraging more build out of broadband and more adoption will help more and more people with disabilities to become a part of mainstream America.  The National Broadband plan is focused on these objectives and adoption programs in particular are a critical aspect of improving the lives of people with disabilities.


Second, more capacity means more capability for people with disabilities.   While video can be carried over 2 or 3 meg networks, upstream capabilities are often far slower.  I’ve seen hearing impaired people use high capacity two-way video systems to communicate and many experience for the first time in their lives what it is like to communicate with others in the way the know best – through signing.  More capacity coupled with mobile networks means people with all kinds of disabilities – especially those who use wheel chairs – can connect more effectively and more capably.  Efforts to increase the availability of more spectrum will help boost the deployment of 4G mobile technologies which can reach speeds rivaling the fastest DSL networks and even many cable modem offerings.   The focus in the National Broadband Plan on making more spectrum available will help improve the reach and availability of broadband for people with disabilities of all kinds.
Third, we believe that the openness of the Internet and the broadband policies we have had in place for a number of years now have spurred the growth of what we call the “Internet ecosystem”.   Companies at all levels of the Internet – broadband providers, applications developers, content providers – are free to collaborate, compete and innovate, often combining technologies in new ways to meet the needs of all segments of society.  Verizon, for example, has worked with device makers to come up with a specialized “text reader” enabled mobile phone and the first mobile screen reader to support the Internet.   We believe innovation often happens in unexpected ways and avoiding regulatory restrictions that interfere with collaboration and business interactions at all levels will undermine new devices and approaches that could boost connectivity and access for people with disabilities.

Finally, Verizon recognizes that a broadband Internet access provider, acting alone, cannot ensure accessibility of the services offered over its network.  Instead, applications providers, website operators, equipment manufacturers, technical standards organizations, and various other actors must also play critical roles.   That is why we have worked closely with Congressman Markey and a host of advocates and industry players on H.R. 3101.  It is not a magic bullet that would solve all accessibility problems, but it would address some of the most pressing needs of broadband customers with disabilities and lay the groundwork for more detailed efforts. 

For example, the bill addresses some of the uncertainty surrounding the application of universal service funding to broadband by explicitly designating income-eligible people with disabilities as a distinct group eligible for Lifeline and Linkup universal service support in connection with Internet access and other advanced communication services - an issue that has been pending before the Commission for some time and that merits prompt and decisive legislative resolution.  It also recognizes that it is not possible to ensure accessibility through the adoption of one-size-fits-all solutions.  The bill requires the Commission to engage manufacturers of computers and IP-enabled devices, applications providers, and many others to effectively respond to forward-looking accessibility challenges. 

The technologies of today based on IP, digitalization, mobility and ever increasing capacity hold the promise of even more integration into the work world and society for many people with disabilities who have been sidelined in the past.  The National Broadband plan contains a number of provisions that can help boost connectivity for people with disabilities.  Verizon has long been active in working on issues around access for the disabled and is encouraged by many of the ideas contained in the National Broadband Plan.

