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Welcome to the Inside Edge--your monthly report on Internet trends and advancements that can turn your business into a more profitable e-Business! The Internet just celebrated its 10th birthday. By most measures in that short period of time its use has not only grown at an unprecendented rate, and had a definite impact on the economy of every country in the world. It has spawned entire new industries and new ways of conducting business. 
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But there are still barriers that prevent between 35 to 60% of from fully using the Internet. Today we’re going to examine these barriers from the legal and practical standpoints of how they are currently affecting your business today and what sort of an impact you can expect in the future. We’re also going to leave you with some surprisingly simple things that you can do to minimize your legal risks that could actually increase your market exposure and potential earnings at the same time.
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Tim Berners-Lee, the man who invented the Internet once said: “The power of the Web is in its universality. Access by everyone regardless of disability is an essential aspect.” From that very beginning, the question of how to make the Internet’s wealth of information and experiences available to everyone who wants it has been a concern. Between 1997 and 1999, discrimination laws were passed in the US, Canada and Britain that echoed Lee’s vision of the future, but did little to further it. 
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Anti-discrimination laws passed in Canada, the UK and the US all stated that it is illegal to discriminate on the basis of disability.  In order to be comply with the laws, businesses would need to find a way to provide the same services and information to people with disabilities as they provided to the general public. None of the laws specifically stated that every website owner had to comply, and some didn’t even mention websites or the Internet.  
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Nor were they specific about how a business was to comply or by when. Other questions raised by the bills included: who should be required to substantially change their websites and consequently pay those development charges? How were disabilities defined and which ones were or were not covered?  What exactly should a website owner do to make their sites accessible? And what would be the consequences of non-compliance?  
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While the US Section 508 law passed in 1999 specifically named only government offices and agencies as required to comply, its practical reach extended into the private sector.  That’s because specific language in the bill stated that full access regardless of disability must be provided not just to federal employees, but to all people accessing federal programs.   Many US government agencies use the services of, or operate through, private sector firms, administering grant money, for example. So, in practical terms it meant that the private sector businesses that dealt with government agencies, or wanted to deal with government agencies in the future would need to be in compliance.
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While that interpretation of the law showed that it was intended to provide a financial incentive for businesses to make their sites accessible, it also acknowledged that at that time there were no standards for compliance.  Nor were there guarantees that any such standards would be affordable or easy enough to implement by the frequently small or medium sized businesses most likely to seek out that government agency work. 
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Britain and Canada also struggled with these details.  The UK Disability Discrimination Act originally passed in 1999 was built to take effect in stages. It did include a few more specifics to help businesses comply, including specific mentions of visual impairments or hearing disabilities.  The Code of Practice for that law that came into force in May of 2002, also did specifically mention websites.  Actually it spoke of accessible websites as being a means that companies could use to ensure that their services were accessible to people with visual or hearing impairments.
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Since those laws were passed, the number of people using the Internet on a regular basis for research, shopping and entertainment has grown to nearly 1 billion people. The web has also evolved from its original role as a global research library to that of a global shopping and entertainment mall as well.  That means that those grey area of the laws we mentioned earlier are also expanding and evolving.
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But we do know more now about who is affected by the various laws.  While still painted in broad terms, with the line between legal disabilities and practical impairments unwritten in many cases, the general classes covered include, visual, auditory, physical and cognitive disabilities. 


of the
270 million
online in 2000
were legally disabled

2000 study by US Department of Education

we simplify the internet.


Presenter
Presentation Notes
A study of computer and Internet use among people with disabilities in the US released in March of 2000 found nearly 10% of worldwide users to be disabled. According to the 1997 US census report that measurement painted too narrow a picture by only considering those people who are able to use the Internet one way or another. 
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1997 US Census & The Accessibility Group
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There numbers showed that one in five Americans, who made up nearly 45% of the worldwide Internet user population at the time, suffered from a legally defined disability while almost 2 out of 3 older Americans suffered some visual, hearing or cognitive impairment.  When they finished adjusting for age variables, that added an additional 10-15% of potential Internet users who were not being served.
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2003 Disability Rights Commission
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The economic impact of ignoring these potential users was clearly illustrated in a 2003 report by the UK Disability Rights Commission.  They showed that there were 8.7 million legally disabled Britons who commanded a £40 billion annual spending power.
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However nearly 4 times that much income was held by those aged 50 or older who suffered from some degree of visual, hearing or cognitive impairment. Just one year later, in 2004, Forrester Research and Microsoft announced results of an extensive study they did that pushed these numbers even higher and spread their economic impact further. 


accessible
technology

2004 study by Forrester & Microsoft
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Their study concluded that 57% of current, working-age computer users could benefit from accessible technology because of mild to severe vision, hearing, dexterity, speech or cognitive difficulties.  Despite the way it sounds, that was not necessarily bad news. A growing market need coupled with the money to spend on solutions has always driven development and adoption of new products and services. And accessibility is proving no different. Screen readers, book readers, multimedia development, and braille keyboards are just a few of the devices that have been developed to meet this market’s needs. 
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And worldwide accessibility standards have been set as well. Guidelines developed by the w3c, the governing body of the Internet, contain three levels prioritizing actions companies need to take. Priority one guidelines are those that must be met to bring existing websites into compliance with existing laws. Priority two guidelines should be met in order to meet the requirements of new laws already appearing on the global horizon.  While there can obviously be no guarantees made, it’s expected that meeting priority two guidelines should also protect most companies from the threat of lawsuits as well as prosecution. 
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Yes. The majority of websites in existence today, both large and small, do not comply with existing laws. The Royal National Institute of the Blind in the UK found that 80% of the 1,000 websites they studied were not in compliance.  They say they considered taking up legal actions, but when they contacted those companies, the companies chose to make the necessary changes rather than face the prospect of legal action.
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One reason they chose compliance is because those priority one and two changes can be surprisingly affordable or easy to implement, especially in a new web development project.  According to Valerie Brown, vice-president for knowledge management at WSI, putting web accessibility at the build stage of a site’s development helps bring down costs, but even adding accessibility features to an existing site doesn’t necessarily entail a significant expense. It’s even been suggested that like usability investments, accessibility investments can yield as much as $10 or £10 for every dollar or pound invested. 
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The key to determining how much you need to do to comply with Priority one or two guidelines, or what accessibility initiatives could cost you or earn you, is something your Internet Consultant can help you determine. It begins with knowing who your visitors are.  If, for example, your site sells products used by or information of interest to, senior citizens, you should plan on making many more revisions to meet the accessibility guidelines than someone whose site caters to twentysomething extreme sports enthusiasts.




Provide equivalent alternatives
to visual or auditory material
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Many people mistakenly believe that the guidelines only apply to the static, text portion of a site when in fact nothing is exempt. Several of the priority one guidelines specifically address how to handle multimedia or dynamic content.  How much time it might take you to complete actions that bring you into compliance with each of the 14 priority one guidelines will vary depending on the amount and type of information contained on your site.  
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At the other end of the spectrum, while the w3c doesn’t outlaw text only sites, they strongly urge people to consider creating separate text only sites “if all else fails.”   Ironically, the reason is that such sites can cause comprehension difficulties or be inaccessible themselves.  Non-descriptive link text such as “click here” and “more”, and a general shrinkage of the site content or information path choices to fit the restrictions of text display are two of the most common accessibility barriers of text only sites.  Beyond that, simply making revisions to two versions of the same information can drive the time and cash expended on these sites beyond the budgets of many small or medium sized firms, and beyond the sanity levels of large company webmasters!   
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Many priority one guidelines are widely known, like ensuring that text and graphics are understandable when viewed without color.  It’s not only blind, or colorblind individuals who will be stopped by this barrier. But people accessing the web using cell phones or PDA devices that don’t support color as well.  Incidentally, it’s expected that by 2008, 58 million PDAs will be sold and one third of the world’s population will own a wireless device.  



(do not read…sources: eTForecast and Clickz)


Some well known guidelines:
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Misusing markups for presentation displays makes it difficult for users with specialized software to understand the organization of the page or to navigate through it. While tables used to control the exact placement of content on a page are the biggest misuse, not using CSS to control the font tag, or not using ems or 5 to define the initial font size, robs visually impaired or disabled users of their ability to change these elements to sizes or fonts that they can see.  
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And finally, the most familiar guideline for improving a site’s accessibility is rapidly becoming a huge problem for both disabled site users and the website owners and developers who incorrectly use them.  Alt tags are short text descriptions appended to non text content on pages.  Used correctly, they provide screen reader users with a brief description of the image on the page.
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Keyword stuffing DOES NOT
Improve search engine ranking!
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Some time ago, the rumor got started that stuffing this tag with keywords could also boost a site’s ranking with the search engines. As a result, visually impaired site visitors are frequently forced to sit through a synthesized voice reading that can be 40 or more keywords long before they are able to hear about the next element on a web page.  Google has confirmed that this is not so and may in fact lower a site’s ranking.
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There are, of course, many more guidelines to be met in the w3c document, and many more to come as more countries pass and help refine and define best accessibilty practices. But how great or how small the risk of litigation that your company might be running right now as a result of your accessibility ratings is something only you and your Internet Consultant can determine.  Through our global network, WSI will continue to provide your Consultant with the information and tools needed to keep you up to date with all the legal, ethical and best practices in this area.
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