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The Honorable Henry Waxman

The Honorable Joe Barton

Chairman




 Ranking Member

Committee on Energy and Commerce
 Committee on Energy and Commerce

2125 Rayburn HOB



 2322 Rayburn HOB

Washington, D.C. 20515


 Washington, D.C. 20515

The Honorable Rick Boucher


 The Honorable Cliff Stearns

Chairman




 Ranking Member

Subcommittee on Communications,

 Subcommittee on Communications,

Technology & the Internet


 Technology & the Internet

2125 Rayburn HOB



 2322 Rayburn HOB

Washington, D.C. 20515


 Washington, D.C. 20515

Re: Twenty-first Century Communications and Video Accessibility Act  (H.R.3101)

Dear Chairmen Waxman, Boucher and Ranking Members Barton, Stearns:


As our nation migrates from traditional public switched-based voice telecommunications to more versatile and innovative IP-based communication technologies, our organization believes that it is imperative that people with disabilities also benefit. While many federal laws have been enacted to require greater access to communications and video technologies, there is only one problem, the federal laws the Congress worked so hard to enact over the past twenty years have not kept pace with many new products and services now made possible with broadband and wireless availability.  [Name of organization] wholeheartedly supports the provisions in the Twenty-first Century Communications and Video Accessibility Act as the means to ensure people with disabilities are not left behind.

[insert some summary information about your organization here]


 This measure will ensure that individuals with disabilities have access to emerging Internet-based communications and video programming technologies in the 21st century.  It provides important consumer protections that are essential to ensuring that people with disabilities also benefit as communications technologies advance.  Specifically, H.R. 3101 includes provisions that:

· Extend Section 255-type protections to new types of phone services or devices used over the Internet so they are accessible to and usable by all people with disabilities. Current law only extends to telecommunications and interconnected VoIP, yet new phone products using broadband and wireless appear in the marketplace often.   
· Ensure that current hearing aid compatibility requirements that now apply to wire line and wireless phones also apply to newer ‘smart” 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.
· Allow one form of relay to connect to another form of relay service so people with different disabilities can telephone each other. Current law has been interpreted by the FCC to allow only conversations between people with disabilities and those without disabilities. H.R. 3101 would let a speech disabled user of Speech-To-Speech Relay service to telephone to a captioned phone user, typically a person who has lost hearing due to aging, or allow a Video Relay user, whose first language is American Sign Language, to call a traditional TTY user. 
· Allow low income people with disabilities to benefit from the Universal Service Fund Lifeline/Linkup programs, to increase the number of people with disabilities that use broadband.  These programs currently provide subsidies to low income people only over the public switched telephone network.  Many 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.  
· Provide universal phone service to 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 sum from the Universal Service Fund ($10 million /year) to bring equipment to these individuals at discounted or no cost.
· Restore the video description rules that were implemented by the FCC in 2000 and overturned by a U.S. Court of Appeals in 2002.  Used by people with vision loss to hear narrated descriptions of settings and actions that are not otherwise reflected in the dialogue, the bill would also ensure that digital TVs are able to pass through available video description. 
· Require easy ways for viewers to use accessibility features, such as a button on the remote control to access closed captions and first level menu options for video description turn-on.  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.

· Release current analog-based requirements for TV sets to be at least 13 inch minimum display size to any size TV screen for purposes of displaying captions. There are many smaller size devices (PDAs, cell phones, MP3 players) that now display TV programming and, with digital TV, it’s possible to see the captions on much smaller TV screens
· 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 traditional TV. 


Broadband and concomitant new technologies are bringing improved economic, educational, civic and social opportunities to all Americans. However, people with disabilities will reap some of the most profound benefits from these new technologies only if these are designed and developed to be accessible to and usable by us “out of the box,” that is, without the need for expensive add-on equipment or software. 

Our organization has made passage and enactment of the Twenty-first Century Communications and Video Accessibility Act (H.R. 3101) a top priority. We look forward to working with you to bring the benefits of accessible and usable communications and video programming technologies to those that can benefit from it the most but are among the least likely to afford it -- people with disabilities. 
Sincerely,

[NAME]

[Organization President]

Cc: Members of the House Committee on Energy and Commerce
