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About Media Access Australia

Media Access Australia ​– Inclusion through technology
Media Access Australia is Australia’s only independent not-for-profit organisation devoted to increasing access to media for people with a disability.

Access to media, enabled through technology, empowers people to be independent, gain knowledge, make their own choices and be active members of our society.

We promote inclusion by providing information and expertise on the accessibility of mainstream technologies to government, industry, educators, consumer organisations and individuals.

We work as a catalyst for change across television, video, cinema, the arts, education, digital technology and online media, with a primary focus on people who are blind or vision impaired, or deaf or hearing impaired.

Executive summary

It is time to review Australia’s welfare system and the ways in which both government and business work together to help people with disabilities find, gain and maintain employment.

However, any review of Australia’s welfare system must consider the ways in which government information, websites and services are accessed—or more accurately, cannot be accessed—by people with disabilities.

The current design of many websites, their associated online documents, video content, and service portals simply cannot be accessed by people with a wide range of vision-, hearing-, cognitive- and motor-related disabilities.

This is because these websites and associated content do not conform to the global web accessibility standard, the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.0, produced by the global web body, the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C).

This standard—which forms the basis of the government’s National Transition Strategy (NTS) is essential to ensure that the technologies people with disabilities use to overcome the limits of their disabilities—commonly referred to as assistive technologies—are compatible with websites, documents and other information sources.
There are also several additional and applicable global standards, such as the Authoring Tools Accessibility Guidelines (ATAG) 2.0, which help make content management systems and other content tools accessible, and WCAG2ICT, which helps make documents and non-web software accessible.  

In the context of welfare reform, it is essential that people with disabilities are able to access the websites of private sector recruiters and employers, of any welfare-related government agency, or of any not-for-profit body offering employment assistance.  

Without web accessibility, the employment playing field will remain unlevelled and any initiatives undertaken by government or the private sector to boost the employment of people with disabilities will fail.    
It should also be noted that web accessibility is separate and distinct from other access issues affecting engagement in employment and society—such as access to computers or to the internet—and needs to be addressed in its own right. 

Recommendations

· Recommendation 1: The Federal Government should extend and strengthen its current web accessibility policy, the National Transition Strategy, to ensure better compliance among federal agencies.
· Recommendation 2: The Disability Discrimination Act 1992 should be updated to include specific references to access to information and communication technology.
· Recommendation 3: Require government procurement policies to make specific reference to web accessibility as requirements for all information communication technology procurements.
· Recommendation 4: Require government agencies to move to latest versions of operating systems and software to take advantage of new accessibility features being developed by technology vendors.
· Recommendation 5: Require that a minimum of one person in every department in every agency is trained in web accessibility, understands how to embed accessibility in business processes, and understands the unique information needs of people with disabilities.      
· Recommendation 6: Encourage the private sector to adopt web accessibility best practice. 
· Recommendation 7: Continued reporting.

· Recommendation 8: Subsidise education and resources in the use of technologies which help jobseekers with disabilities gain employment.
Responses to issues raised in the paper
Disability and welfare
Media Access Australia congratulates the report’s author on correctly identifying the gulf in labour force participation between people with a disability and people without (i.e. the report’s “People with disability”). 

As also shown in the report, many people with disabilities rely on the Disability Support Pension for income, or have a limited capacity to work so are likely to also rely on partial Newstart Allowances for their income.

These findings in the report reflect the inhibiting nature of many disabilities, a lack of employment opportunities, shortcomings in transport options to a workplace, as well as a lack of willingness on behalf of employers to hire people with disabilities or make accommodations in the workplace for people with disabilities.

Media Access Australia submits that, importantly, higher levels of unemployment among people with a disability is also contingent on a lack of access to the internet, the software and the devices that necessary components for finding, gaining and maintaining employment.  

Specifically, this lack of access (web accessibility) remains an important but unidentified factor in the report, which is known to directly assist people with a disability who have a capacity to work, get work and remain independent participants in society.

Disability and technology
Media Access Australia also congratulates the report’s author on identifying the strong link between limited access to technology and lower rates of employment (i.e. “Access to technology”).

Media Access Australia strongly agrees that limited access significantly affects the ability of individuals and families to actively participate in their community, both socially and economically, and that for people with disability, access to technology is also an important enabler to find employment.

Media Access Australia commends the work of WorkVentures’ iGetIT course, and the Australian Government’s Digital Hubs programme, both referenced in the report as helping increase technology access.

However, again, the missing component here is web accessibility. Disadvantaged groups, including people with a disability do indeed need help in acquiring technology and the skills to use that technology. But the primary limiting factor is that the technology itself—the devices, software and websites—are inaccessible and prevents (or indeed excludes) these groups from finding the information they need to find, gain and remain in employment. 

Helping other vulnerable groups

Media Access Australia submits that web accessibility is also an important issue for helping other disadvantaged groups access employment services, government information and websites.

This is because the same principles underpinning accessibility for people with disabilities also assists other vulnerable groups by making government information simpler to understand and easier to access. 
These groups include those with differing education levels, those with learning or comprehension difficulties, older Australians and those from non-English speaking backgrounds.   

By requiring that all employment-related information, systems, websites, documents, applications and software be web accessible according to WCAG 2.0 and ATAG international standards, ensures that any welfare reforms the government implements are much more likely to succeed.
Increased costs of doing business

While implementing accessibility initiatives throughout an organisation will have a number of costs associated with it in the short-term, the real costs associated with inaccessible digital communications and information technology will mean that organisations will inadvertently gravitate towards inefficient business processes and practices (since they are not mandated to do otherwise) that increase the cost of doing business and inflating the costs of goods and services.

Hidden untapped workforce

Approximately 15 per cent of our population is aged 65 or older and within 40 years, this percentage will double. More people are exiting the workforce than entering it and we have yet to come to terms with the "silver tsunami" of retiring baby boomers.

Studies reveal that many people considered to have a disability are also highly educated and would provide access to a capable workforce that is at present severely under-utilised due to the lack of awareness of employers and inaccessibility of their systems.
Recommendations

Recommendation 1: The federal government should extend and strengthen its current web accessibility policy, the National Transition Strategy, to ensure better compliance among federal agencies.
The Commonwealth and all State and Territory Governments have committed to increasing the accessibility of government websites and websites that distribute government information, but more needs to be done to ensure their web accessibility compliance.

For example, the council of Commonwealth, State, and Territory communications ministers adopted the W3C's Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.0 in a November 2009 Online and Communications Council communiqué. 
Building on this agreement, the Web Accessibility National Transition Strategy (NTS), launched in June 2010, sets the path for all Australian government websites to reach WCAG 2.0 Level A compliance by 2012. The Commonwealth and some States have committed to complying with Level AA by 2014.
National Transition Strategy

The NTS requires that all online government information be WCAG 2.0 Level AA compliant, whether an internet, intranet, or extranet site. This applies to any domain owned or operated by a government.

The following websites must conform to the WCAG 2.0 requirements:

· Websites either fully or partly owned and/or operated by a government agency

· Websites registered on a domain name, sub-domain, or sub-directory

· Websites that have a distinct look and feel (design), audience, and purpose

· Websites funded by government to disseminate government information

Content produced from July 2010 onwards, or before July 2010 which is still current, must be compliant. Furthermore, if two or more agencies are involved in a website that has differing minimum requirements, the higher level of compliance applies.

A range of supporting guidelines and instructions have been made available from the Australian Government Accessibility Web Guide. Agencies are instructed to conform to the Australian Human Rights Commission's Disability Discrimination Act Web Advisory Notes to minimise the potential for complaint under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992.
Agencies are required to conduct their own assessment and review of their websites and form their own implementation strategies with advice and guidance from the Australian Government Information Management Office (AGIMO), a division of the Department of Finance and Deregulation coordinating the NTS.
Commonwealth Government agencies are required to report to AGIMO, whilst State and Territory Government agencies will deal with jurisdictional representative agencies.
However, as the interim report on the NTS shows, many agencies as at December 2012 had not met their compliance obligations under the NTS. Media Access Australia believes it is likely that the December 2014 deadline for the NTS will also show that many agencies remain uncompliant.
This means that as at the end of 2014, not only will many agencies not have achieved their web accessibility obligations, as the 2014 NTS deadline passes with no enforceable consequences for non-compliance, there will be further inertia due to there being no policy instrument or other initiative to bring agencies into compliance. 

For that reason, Media Access Australia recommends that the NTS extended for a further 12 months with additional funding provided to allow agencies the time, direction, education and support to meet their compliance requirements as envisaged under the original NTS framework and embed accessibility practices into their everyday operations.

An important element of this is that reporting on the state of agencies’ compliance must be ongoing and carried at least every two years (24 months), and ideally every year (12 months).If agencies remain non-compliant and/or fail to adequately report their state of compliance, tools such as an efficiency dividend could be applied to these agencies. 

If the NTS cannot be extended, then the government should look to the UK Government’s adoption of the British Standards Institution’s (BSI) BS 8878:2010 Web accessibility code of practice. The code is designed as an introduction to digital accessibility for non-technical professionals and to aid anyone commissioning or designing a website or product to ensure it can be accessed by anyone. As the BSI notes, the code: 

“…Outlines ways to define and assess the impact of web products on users, especially disabled and older people. The standard explains different user needs, highlighting those with physical impairments or learning difficulties. It also provides a digital accessibility framework for product development and testing, as well as information that can be included in your accessibility and procurement statement. You can achieve regulatory and legal compliance with BS 8878:2010 and ensure your web products are available to a wider audience.

Similarly, the work of the Canadian Government in adopting web accessibility can also provide guidance. This includes the Standard on Optimizing Websites and Applications for Mobile Devices, the Standard on Web Accessibility, the Standard on Web Usability and the Standard on Web Interoperability.
Recommendation 2: The Disability Discrimination Act 1992 should be updated to include specific references to access to information and communication technology.

The Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth) (DDA) is the main disability discrimination law in Australia. The use of media, including the Internet and digital technology, falls under section 24 of the DDA:
24. Goods, services and facilities
It is unlawful for a person who, whether for payment or not, provides goods or services, or makes facilities available, to discriminate against another person on the ground of the other person’s disability:

(a) by refusing to provide the other person with those goods or services or to make those facilities available to the other person; or

(b) in the terms or conditions on which the first‑mentioned person provides the other person with those goods or services or makes those facilities available to the other person; or

(c) in the manner in which the first‑mentioned person provides the other person with those goods or services or makes those facilities available to the other person.

Sections 24 (c) seems particularly relevant for issues of accessibility of online goods and services. Providing a good or service in a 'manner' which discriminates against a person on the ground of disability—in the case of online content, for example, in an inaccessible format—when it would not cause the provider 'unjustifiable hardship' (DDA, s 29A) would appear to be unlawful.

Importantly, there are several aspects to the 'manner' (cf DDA, s 24 (c)) in which media content is delivered that we believe are relevant:

· The media content itself—what is actually consumed, like information in a webpage or web application including text, images, audio and video;

· The software or platform through which the media content is distributed—how the content is distributed, such as web browsers like Mozilla Firefox and media players or distribution platforms such as QuickTime or YouTube; and

· The physical device on which the media content is consumed—a smartphone, computer, internet TV, or tablet, for example.
Section 24 (c) suggests a lack of access features on each 'manner' of media content delivery would be an act of disability discrimination. This would seem to include devices sold in Australia.

Media Access Australia recommends that the act be amended to specifically make reference to the need to make websites and web applications accessible to people with disabilities. 

This would remove any ambiguity around ‘goods, services and facilities’ and the ‘manner’ in which these are consumed. 

The measure of this accessibility will be the level of conformance with the global standard in web accessibility, the W3C’s Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.0.  
Recommendation 3: Require government procurement policies to make specific reference to web accessibility as requirements for all information communication technology procurements.

The Government needs to be viewed as the pioneers and leaders in web accessibility. Clearly, Government cannot call on the private sector to remove barriers to accessing employment information and services when these same barriers remain in place in government agencies and departments.

This would necessitate that all the procurement policies of government agencies and departments have specific accessibility criteria. 

Currently, the Government’s Web Guide entry on Procurement and Accessibility guides agencies to review their procurement policies to ensure the purchase of more accessible goods and services so as to improve social inclusion, reduce risk of complaints under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (DDA) and obtain better value for money.

However, the guide is simply that—guidance. Agencies are simply ‘encouraged to review their procurement policies’ and are advised that they simply “should” update ICT procurement processes.

This does not go far enough. Agencies must be required to:

a) include accessibility criteria as key selection criteria in any information technology-related procurement, and 
b) report on their compliance with this requirement.  
In the context of welfare reform, it must also be remembered that many third-party organisations from the private and not-for-profit sectors will also be used to provide training, job-finding and other employment-related services. 
The government needs to mandate that any such organisation must have accessible websites, ICT systems, information, online registration processes and documents that are accessible to people with disabilities.

In addition, these same requirements will also aid older Australians, those with varying education levels and those from non-English backgrounds in finding, gaining and maintaining employment.  

Recommendation 4: Require government agencies to move to latest versions of operating systems and software to take advantage of new accessibility features being developed by technology vendors.

Consistent with accessible procurement is the requirement for government agencies to ensure that all ICT—particularly the operating systems of desktop and laptop computers and mobile devices—is kept up to date and is upgraded to the latest available versions.

This will ensure that updates from major ICT suppliers, such as Apple, Microsoft and the Mozilla Foundation—many of which have improved and increased accessibility features for people with disabilities—are made available in a timely fashion.

Consistent with this is the need for training within government agencies to ensure that staff are aware of these new accessibility features and are able to utilise them.

Recommendation 5: Require that a minimum of one person in every department in every agency is trained in web accessibility, understands how to embed accessibility in business processes, and understands the unique information needs of people with disabilities.       

Media Access Australia submits that government agencies, and any private or not-for-profit sector organisations working to help people with disabilities find, gain and retain employment will require specific web accessibility training.

Indeed, research by Wood & Hollier (2014) has found several challenges identified by professionals working to achieve compliance with web accessibility guidelines.
These include: ensuring the accessibility of PDF documents and provision of alternative accessible formats, ensuring the accessibility of formats such as streaming media; the need for practical information on how to effectively test for WCAG 2.0 compliance; and the applicability of standards.

Media Access Australia submits that training, established in direct response to the recognition of the need for a formal accredited training program to address the above-mentioned skills gap should be required for any organisation working in the employment of people with disabilities. 

In fact, Media Access Australia has partnered with the University of South Australia (UniSA) to produce the Professional Certificate in Web Accessibility Compliance (PCWAC), a fully online, flexible, non-award six-week certificate course.
The course focuses on introducing designers and developers to how people with disabilities use assistive technologies, key policies and legislative frameworks including the NTS, WCAG 2.0, the Authoring Tool Accessibility Guidelines 2.0 Draft, auditing techniques and other important W3C developments.

Media Access Australia recommends that the government require that staff across all government agencies (e.g. communications, marketing, web and application development, design, human resources, etc.) be required to undertake some form of accredited professional development and training in web accessibility. 
Recommendation 6: Encourage the private sector to adopt web accessibility best practice.
Media Access Australia believes it is self-evident that there is a need to enable people with disabilities to access government information online, then that need also clearly extends to the need to access private sector information online.

For example, many recruiters, employers and organisations involved in assisting people with disabilities find work will be private sector firms.

However, while the public sector has accessibility obligations—the National Transition Strategy, accessible ICT procurement, and training on accessibility—these obligations are currently viewed as not extending to the private sector.    

The requirement, then, is to encourage private sector organisations to adopt practices that will allow people with disabilities to find, gain and retain employment.
Recommendation 7: Continued reporting
Under the NTS there is an existing requirement for departments and agencies to report their degree of web accessibility compliance with their web and domain reporting obligations.

This needs to continue because:

· Government is actively doing business online , placing more emphasis on engaging people through digital communications and social media and relying on websites as the current, accurate source of government information; 
· The need for accessibility is ongoing;

· Websites change and are added to over time, so there is an ongoing need to ensure these changes do not adversely affect accessibility; and

· There are many legacy websites which have yet to be made accessible. 

Currently, reporting is managed by the Australian Government Information Management Office (AGIMO) for the Department of Finance and is carried out every two years. Media Access Australia recommends that this continues in place to ensure accountability and transparency of web accessibility.
Recommendation 8: Subsidise education and resources in the use of technologies which help jobseekers with disabilities gain employment.
Technologies are essential for many people with disabilities to gain and retain employment.

This includes awareness and knowledge of new accessibility features in new mainstream technologies—such as the latest operating systems, new smartphone and mobile devices, etc.— as well as dedicated assistive technologies for people with disabilities—such as screen readers.

Therefore, there is a need for education for people with disabilities on what these technologies are, how to access them, and how to best use them to gain employment.

Media Access Australia, as Australia’s foremost expert in accessible mainstream technologies, has the capability to create these resources for government which can then be delivered through existing programmes, such as the Government’s Digital Hubs programme and with Disability Employment Providers.
Conclusion: the need for web accessibility
In concluding this submission, Media Access Australia strongly encourages the government to consider the ramifications of moving people with disabilities into the workforce when currently, the information and resources required to find employment remain inaccessible to these same people.

Any review of Australia’s welfare system must consider the ways in which government information, websites and services are accessed—or more accurately, cannot be accessed—by people with disabilities.

In the context of welfare reform, it is essential that people with disabilities are able to access the websites of private sector recruiters and employers, of any welfare-related government agency, or of any not-for-profit body offering employment assistance.  

Without web accessibility, the employment playing field will remain unlevelled and any initiatives undertaken by government or the private sector to boost the employment of people with disabilities will fail.

It is also essential that government leverage its own existing policies—in particular the National Transition Strategy—which accounts for the levels of web accessibility in government. Government must also be seen as a leader in enabling people with disabilities access employment. In this way, Australia’s private sector employers will be obliged to follow suit.
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