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White
Good Evening.  Twenty Fourteen sees 25 years of the internet but have visually impaired people achieved anything like equality in its use?  Well in the light of new proposed EU legislation, we'll be looking at what part law can play and when we do get on the net, what do we do with it? 

Virtually no aspect of life has remained untouched by the internet. It has had a huge impact on how we search for information; how we buy things; how we communicate with each other. Many people now can't imagine life without it and indeed are lost without it and yet its use by blind and partially sighted people is still fraught with difficulties. It’s estimated that in the EU less than a third of public sites are accessible to disabled people, less than a tenth of more general sites.  But that isn’t to say we can’t use it. Many people who are comfortable with computers use it daily both in their private and their work lives. Those with some sight use software to magnify their screens and those of us with little or none can use synthetic speech and braille to browse the web, using keyboard strokes to navigate. But the internet is still essentially a visual tool and those trying to make the most of it to sell their products or highlight their messages are bound to use increasingly sophisticated techniques to draw your eye in a way which our technology and methods can find hard to follow. 
 
So, how can we fully join in the party? The law has been used - the UK's Equality Act says that failing to provide a service to disabled people which you provide for others is discrimination, which is against the law. And now the European Parliament has just voted for a draft law which would place a responsibility on all public sector bodies to make their websites accessible, a law which MEPs have indicated they would like to extend to commercial bodies providing public utilities such as energy and water. So, how effective can such legislation be and what else can be done to encourage government departments, local authorities and commercial companies to think of us when they build their websites?  Well I've been discussing this with two visually impaired experts - Paul Warner, who teaches assistive technology and has done some testing of websites and first Artur Ortega, a web developer, who now works for Yell dot com.  So what does he think will be the significance of this new EU law?  

Ortega
If I can make the example of Germany – they only have the legislation for the federal government, that means only public services provided by the federal government have to be accessible and they have different accessibility laws for community pages and council pages, boroughs, and regions and they are not the same across the whole country.  And what happens is that a lot of companies already in Germany have the problem that they have to comply to different laws.  And in the UK it’s much easier across the board.  And if we have something similar across Europe it would make it easier I think for the businesses to work across Europe.

White
Let me bring Paul Warner in at this point because you teach people how to use computers and the internet and you’ve tested websites for accessibility to some extent I think, do you agree?

Warner
Partially.  Accessibility is getting better and I think the underlying technologies which are used to construct websites, they’re certainly better able to give accessibility these days.  But from a legislative point of view the UK has a fairly decent set of rules in place to enforce not only public sector bodies to provide websites which are accessible but also private sector companies.  And you mentioned earlier on that the draft regulations proposed here only apply to public sector bodies within the EU member states.  Our legislation applies to everybody.

White
Right, but I can hear a but, what’s the but?

Warner
The but is the practical one, is that you can have all the laws in the world but if the parties who are supposed to implement the law don’t, if we come across websites and functions which are not accessible well what do we do?  It’s all very well having the law in place but is there an easy to use mechanism, legal mechanism, or complaints mechanism to ensure that when we spot inaccessibility we can get organisations to fix it?  I don’t think that even in Britain that is the case because the law expects us to take up legal action against a website or a body providing services…

White
I mean there have been a handful of cases haven’t there and what quite often happens is that the companies involved pull out of the last minute, come to some kind of settlement and I suppose the problem with that, Paul Warner, is that that means that it doesn’t actually change the law.

Warner
You’re absolutely right.  What we need is a recognition – a raising of consciousness – by the people who provide websites and services through the web that if the cost of non-compliance with the law exceeds the cost of compliance then that will drive them to make their websites and their services accessible.  And the only way that they will figure that out is by seeing legal cases where people are winning compensation or even more likely where insurance companies will say we won’t insure your business if you are exposed to litigation because your website’s not accessible.

Ortega
I disagree a little bit because I’ve seen in Austria, for example, they have a way to do mediation on a very low level, so you don’t need a lawyer, don’t need a solicitor but it’s a mediation where someone meets with the government as an ombudsman and the business has to come and explain why they don’t provide a particular kind of accessibility.  And the interesting part there is they can make a binding compromise until when they will make it accessible and it’s a very low level way to do that before they are enforced by the government.  And I only want to point out – if it’s just for the public service to make things accessible that’s not enough because on the daily life you don’t have to go to public service web pages that often, you want to book a flight, you want to buy something online, you want to order your grocery online, you want to apply for a job online and if you look at the employment rate of disabled it’s really important that job sites are accessible, that web pages of companies are accessible so you can prepare yourself for interviews to have the same chances as anyone else who can dive into the information of companies.  Such things are really important and these are the things that have to change to make a difference for disabled people.

White
Paul Warner, let’s broaden it a bit – you work in this field a lot, how would you define accessibility?  I mean after all people’s ability to navigate a website will vary enormously – I bet yours are far greater than mine – so what is a fair test?

Warner
I think you’ve hit the nail on the head there Peter because it is a very subjective experience.  Really from my point of view the standard of accessibility is how difficult it is for the average visually impaired user to use a website.  And also, as you were saying, people who really know the screen readers or the enlargement software might well know some tricks to make a difficult website a bit easier to use but those tricks might not be known by other people.  And so for them the website will be inaccessible.  So my sort of standard, if you like, is that it should be easy to use, not just technically accessible.

White
But given how complex you say it is, how reasonable is it to ask that of companies who’ve got to make – try and earn a living, they want to make things look whizzy, they want them to sell things…?  Artur?

Ortega
I think the standard is very clear on the principles you have to apply and there are only four of those, so you want to make the page perceivable for every one of your customers, that means that if someone is blind or can’t hear that someone can still perceive the information on the page.  The second principle is to make the page operable, so that someone can use the page even if someone only uses a keyboard and voice input.  The other one is to make the page understandable, so everyone wanted to make their offer to the customers understandable.  And the fourth principle is to make the page robust, so that it doesn’t break with assistive technology.  And if you take all these four principles and apply them correctly it would increase the usability of all the pages and therefore have a huge boost as well on the customer base that you are addressing too.  So I think…

White
Could that be done Paul?

Warner
We’re always positive.  It has to be done, I mean the fundamental approach that we have in this country with our domestic law is that there should not be any unlawful discrimination and therefore if something can reasonably be done to ensure accessibility then we should demand that.  We’re not the ones who should say oh we understand it could cause you a bit of cost and therefore we’ll put up with x, y or z.  No our position is that we are entitled to access for all of these services both in the private and public sector and we demand that they put their house in order.  And given the fact that Microsoft launched their first batch of accessibility hooks into their operating system nearly 20 years ago, you know you would have thought that the IT industry would by now be full of professionals and web developers who are aware of accessibility requirements and who build that in to their new systems, their new software and if any defects are brought to their attention they know how to go and sort it pretty quickly.

White
One final question to both of you:  Which way are we likely to go – more legislation, such as the EU is proposing and legislation we’ve got in this country or more emphasis on social responsibility, the idea that it’s in companies’ interests as well that these are your customers?  Paul?

Warner
Both.  I think it’s in the business of governments and especially the EU to bring in new legislation, that’s what they’re there for, that’s what they like doing.  And so they will build on this and I think the first step for the EU is to harmonise the various laws to an acceptable level which is what they’re trying to do here.

White
Artur Ortega – legislation or social responsibility?

Ortega
I’ve seen how social responsibility fails in Germany and how legislation in UK works, so I’m pretty in favour of legislation.  If we’re doing legislation and it’s dealt with properly and include the private sector, otherwise it doesn’t make sense and it’s not fair for the British companies because if you’re looking for example of aviation why can I only book British airlines or something like that because they have to make it accessible and why can’t I use a webpage of a different competitor across Europe for doing the same flight because they don’t have the legislation making it accessible.  And I would love that the UK have a really good saying in legislation making in Europe to say we want to have our high standards of equality rights in France, in Germany, in Spain they have to follow the same good standards that we have in UK.

White
Artur Ortega and Paul Warner. Your views, please. 

Now of course, let's not forget, many people have a great deal of fun online, and it’s given many people a voice for the first time. Paul Hopkins and Claire Randall are prolific users of something called Audioboo, a site where people can post bits of recorded audio about places they've been, or just a bit of the soundtrack of their lives that they think others might find interesting, much in the way I suppose that people invite you to look at their photographs.  

Paul actually set up an Audioboo channel where visually impaired people can post questions, and comments.  Claire is now a co-moderator. It's called VIP Advisor – get the reference?  VIP as in visually impaired people. It’s already received 1600 postings, and 70,000 views. Posts like this:

Posts
It’s marvellous that we’re here at Crufts and I’m here with Katie from Blind Dog Rescue UK.  So Katie tell us a little bit about your charity I presume?

Yes we are a UK registered charity and we rescue blind and partially sighted dogs in need of homes and we also help owners manage blind and partially sighted dogs.  So anybody who…

Claire has post the question:  What can we do about the falling levels of braille literacy.

Hey guys I just want to come in on this and thank you very much all for your responses and also to Dan’s recommendation of kayak.  Really great app and you never know I may be booking a holiday anytime soon with…

Hello VIP advisors, I just wanted to come in on the discussion about mainstream school versus specialist schools.  I have very, very strong opinions on this.  I agree with Claire on….

White
Well a lot of recognition there, many of the things we’ve discussed on this programme.  Paul Hopkins and Claire Randall have joined me in the studio. 

Claire, how does this differ though – I mean there are quite a lot of chat rooms around aren’t there, which visually impaired people go on, what’s different about this would you say?

Randall
It’s not live, so people can come here and put their query across and then other people have the chance to go away and think about it and then come back and maybe formulate a response.  Whereas in a chat room it’s more direct and it’s more immediate.

White
So do you think people feel a bit more exposed in that situation maybe?

Randall
I think in a chat room they do, whereas when you’re recording to Audioboo you have the option of re-recording it if you’ve said something you shouldn’t have said or if you’ve made a point that perhaps you in retrospect think actually that’s maybe a bit strongly worded and perhaps I should have said that differently.

White
Paul, have you been surprised at the level of response?

Hopkins
Yeah it was a quite nice build up and now a year on, which is actually quite a while in Audioboo terms if you will, the channel is more popular than ever.

White
And you’ve got some regular features, I think Claire you do – is it called Claire’s Kitchen?

Randall
Yeah I started Claire’s Kitchen about a month ago and it was based on actually something I originally used to do on my own audio blog and I had so much feedback from people saying that’s really great, I wish you would do more of them, you really should find somewhere to archive these and they’re really good..

White
So is it about methods of cooking?

Randall
It’s about methods and it’s about recipes, it’s about how you cook that I actually introduced it as a feature and again I said what do you want, there are loads of people that want to cook but can’t or maybe you can but you don’t have the confidence and people came back to me and said yeah, do it, so I do.

White
Paul, what technical skills do you need?  I mean obviously you need to be able to get on the net, so you need some computer skills, what about the recordings because we talked about people going out and recording soundtracks of their lives, do you need recording skills?

Hopkins
No, I think that’s the point really of all this, the reason it works so well – and you heard in the clips there, you could tell the different ambiences in which people were recording couldn’t you and that is key to me.  The whole point really when podcasting first started, and this is an extension of podcasting really, was that people didn’t have to be in studios, as great as they are and lovely, most people don’t have that luxury, or they don’t even have a quiet bedroom, they’ve got kids running around downstairs or whatever, it was really about saying you know what as a visually impaired person you are an expert, you are an expert in visual impairment already, your life experience will offer something to everybody so come out and either join in in the discussion if you want to initially get that confidence to say something, so respond to something that really triggers you – go do you know what I’ve really got something to say about that – and then it will give you the confidence to present your own questions.  And I think you don’t need those technical things, you can do this through apps on iPhones, you can upload directly from a microphone on your computer.  The particular site that we’re talking about makes that really easy to do.

White
Tell me some of the interesting conversations that have cropped up on VIP Advisor.

Randall
Well we had falling on from blind dogs and guide dogs we had a conversation that came up about the public’s interaction with guide dogs and when the public touch your dog either unannounced or otherwise and how do different people react to that.  

White
Because that can be quite a fraught situation.

Randall
It can yeah, yeah.  One very sensitive, quite emotive, conversation that came up very recently was one about genetics and the question of if you have a genetic condition does that impact the choices you make as to whether you do or don’t decide to have children.

White
Right.

Hopkins
I was going to say once these conversations are started they’re never closed, so people do go back through the posts and you end up someone bringing up something that was like six months old but it doesn’t matter because it’s ongoing current affairs almost you know.

White
Where do you both see this going?

Randall
We’ve already got over 200 follows – 211 at my last stat check – and we’ve expanded now, we have a Facebook group and we also have a website, which we launched last week.  And so we now are available to those who don’t only wish to upload via audio because not everybody has the confidence to talk to a microphone but people who wish to actually come on to the Facebook group and gain support from there as well and then hopefully with the website other people will find us that way as well.

White
It’s also good to know that blind dogs, which we’re so used to guide dogs being called, it’s good to know that they’ve now got their own organisation.

Randall
Absolutely.

Hopkins
That’s lovely.

White
We should say there are other channels on Audiobook particularly aimed at visually impaired people.  Well Paul Hopkins, Claire Randall thank you both very much indeed.

If you'd like to know more, or give us your own views, you can contact our Actionline for 24 hours after the programme on 0800 044 044; you can e-mail intouch@bbco.co.uk.   And you can get more information from our own website, bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch where you can also subscribe to a download of the programme.   From me Peter White, producer Lee Kumutat, our guests and the team, goodbye.    



