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Top 3 Positive Examples in the UK of E-Government Applications

Julie – Aren’t any

Adrian – eGif was a bit of noise about accessibility when this first came around. Very little implementation. Very little direct impact. Government directive to make website more accessible.

Terry- A vague guide to the entire population. A 4-year project in the pilot area. For people to learn to use the Internet, they need access. 

Julie - A simple guide to the Internet and how to use the Internet. Called My Guide. I don’t believe this was very useful. People need access to the appropriate technology.

Terry – An ambitious approach. Could have cracked some issues. I don’t think people know it exists.

Derek – There has been an attempt across government to implement standards – interoperability. All the underpinning you need. There have also been attempts to mandate accessibility guidelines. There at least has been a move towards making e-gov websites accessible.

Adrian – the intention is at least high profile. The problem in the UK has been a lack of ownership. The E-government unit in the cabinet office (no now longer exists). I helped with that document. Just became a hot potato. The second version was never published for political reasons in the government. COI communications; the UK Government Guidelines are languishing there. There is no department within the British Government that promotes the guidelines. Falls to agencies like RNIB and Ability Net to tell the gov about its own guidelines. People in gov don’t know where to turn in gov. Local government is better. E-gif – electronic gov into interoperability framework. Within each individual local council, you tend to get champions. Hampshire, for example, does well. Local councils compete with each other. It’s a best practice.

Henny – The SOCTIM Better Connected annual report review all the local council websites (for usability, content, accessibility). SOCTIM is the Society of IT Management. The Better Connected annual reports definitely underpin what you are saying. It is the competitive thing; local authorities do compete with each other and these annual reports ensure this happens.

Axel – If I take a task like electronic filing of tax returns (I suppose in the UK you have this). Is this process accessible. 

Julie – Because there is no ownership in gov, there is no continuity. When I’ve work with the DTI (Dept of Trade and Industry). Civil servant did the right thing making it accessible and then the minister wanted the site to look different, so it was no longer accessible. No cases have ever been made regarding accessibility. 

Adrian – no news beyond websites. The whole process isn’t flexible. 

Julie – People used to ask us how accessible certain websites are. We aren’t the website police. Surveys are out of date. 

Henny – We did an EU initiative to look at government websites. It didn’t look very healthy at all. RNIB did the report together with AbilityNet and Dundee University. You can download the report from the RNIB site.

Julie – There is no one in charge. People think that advocates are wrong to police it, or that RNIB is wrong.

Shilpi – Some government websites in Australia are accessible. Transportation Ministry for example.  Identified disability types and doing testing around it. They implemented most of the recommendations. One of the healthiest sites she’s seen. Seen a bit more in Australia than elsewhere. The counties and districts there are also competing with each other. Very often we find that something has been ignored. 

Adrian – They give awards to things like websites. A public sector thing. 

Julie – The difficulty with those kinds of awards, is that you are only looking at those who enters. Oftentimes, you are declaring the winner “the best of a bad bunch. One example is one of our clients Lambeth Council. Hampshire Country Council as well. Can I tell you that they are both accessible right at this minute? No. You don’t have a single person maintaining the accessibility.

Adrian – It’s about are you a good service – not are you accessible right now. At some level, it is on their agenda, but is not policed. No consistency or ownership. If you ask the question, there will be someone who is a champion in terms of websites. The web is much further ahead of other ICT solutions.

Henny - Quite often, accessibility champions are there, but they are not supported by their organisation. 

Julie – Used to have someone called an E-Envoy within the cabinet office. In 1999, the government produced a white paper called Modernizing Government. At that point, the E-Envoy was appointed. 2 e-envoys were appointed. 3 yrs ago, the government decided for whatever reasons to not have an E-Gov unit or E-Envoy. Business unit COI (Central Office of Information). The E-Government Unit was put into the CIO. Not supported – does nothing. It has never been anybody’s job to police or make suggestions.

Axel – real interesting point. Hard to make it happen without some like that. 

Adrian – the same person with was an e-envoy is now with our organization.

Derek – As Julie mentioned, the e-envoy was a champion, but not just focusing on accessibility, but rather digital inclusion. 

Thomas – Danish government tests websites. Get 5 web crowns. They select webpages that are tested. Grouped by sector and then ranked in their sector. All kinds of criteria (e.g. can you search the page). Handicapped disability is one of the areas. Government does this. I think it is underneath the scientific ministry. 

Axel – I ask this to surface best practices. This is the way to make progress.

Thomas – that is just the website. A lot of information is only on the website. When we first found it, we had to look at the non-disabled and disabled person. Usability and knowledge about what is and is not covered. Because you can be out there searching for information for days. In which ways can we help people to find information. Give an overview of what kind of information can be found. 

Axel – the next one is employment. Is their a private sector org. that has made strides in the employment of PWDs. 

Julie – There is an organization here called the Employers Forum on Disability. 

Susan Scott Parker – advises this companies. She would know. Members are large corporations. Any main British company (all kinds of agencies – utilities, retail, banking etc.). They are very active in IT in particular. 

Axel – Is there a similar program in Denmark?

Thomas – You can get equipment form the government. It is paid by the local gov. Can get a secretary helping you for a certain percent of the time. The material you need when you are looking for a job, the Danish National Library for the Blind will translate. E.g. we translate briefs etc. for blind lawyers. Right now we are looking into some very special equipment. Combined harvester – trying to make it accessible. 

Shilpi – We just started testing a website called job access. You can go and see what you can receive from the government by going to this website. 

Axel – Does access to work have a website in the UK?

Adrian – Certainly there is information on the Department of Pension and Work site. There are also good examples of initiatives that support people in employment. I’m trying to think of examples of technology within the workplace…. You can’t always get around it. I was thinking BBC. I know they have done things like looking at the accessibility of some of their studio equipment. They’ve also worked with software. Yesterday Microsoft was talking with High Software about making Sharepoint 2007 more accessible. Sharepoint is a CMS. A bit like 508 yesterday, trying to get a big change first, then provisions.

Henny – Sharepoint is Microsoft’s highest selling product. 

Axel – What about in education from a private sector standpoint?

Julie – The BBC – the government awarded a contract to the BBC to provide a digital curriculum over the Internet. It was all going fine – it was very innovative. The BBC was working with RNIB using flash in innovative ways etc. A few months ago, the BBC pulled the plug on it for political reasons.

Derek – Basically, the BBC won’t say who it was. Some private companies went to the EC and complained  that it wasn’t competitive because it was government-led. 

Adrian – The BBC was given criteria of what they could do. Our organization was giving the job of policing the BBC. The BBC opted to pull out. 

Julie – It would have been incredible. It would have used the latest technologies. 

Adrian – The resources are there waiting for the BBC to decide what to do with it. They are discussing what they can use it for. There are other examples like that. 20 million pounds. It was public money used to by equipment to give software to children. 

Axel – If Freedom Scientific was in the room, would they tell you that there was a market in the UK?

Terry – They would say that there is a need, but not necessarily a big market.

Adrian – Every disabled student gets up to 5,000 pounds. The report we talked about yesterday outlines who gets the money and equipment.

Thomas – In Denmark, from a private company perspective I don’t know. Schools have budgets. And each student gets a sum to purchase material. 

Terry – There is an expectation that technology will be an important component. This is a 20-year program in education in the UK. There is the expectation that Tech will be recognized within that.

Adrian – It has been rolled out in waves. Part of our role is when a local authority puts out its proposal on how it will spend this money, we review that proposal. There is certainly the leavers there. 

Shilpi – Some major e-learning companies say it doesn’t fit in with the company’s goals.

Thomas – only small e-learning companies doing this. 

Adrian – National learning materials funding. It was contracted out to the private sector, but we set in place all the materials that were needed. Accessibility was built into that. That came to an end several years ago. We run various awards programs, and what we see, is that the companies with the national contracts for learning materials that were forced to incorporate accessibility are now doing similar things in their own work. They’ve learned about the practice and kept it.

Axel – What about Consumer Services? Anything that is an electronic service.

Julie – Yes. A company that I worked with over the years is TESCO. The thing that I am saying at the moment is that it is a matter of corporate culture. For some companies, it is the legal requirement. For others, it is the business case. For others, it is an awareness that accessibility makes their sites more visible (SEO). What has been damaging is when we say make their website accessible and you can tap into disabled persons 85 billion pounds of spending. What I am finding is getting attention to the notion of conversion. Where we have made a website accessible, more usable, and through good design – the ration between someone visiting a website and leaving versus coming and becoming a paying customer. 

Legal and General (financial services) getting 300% more business after making website accessible

We are trying to capture the return on investment

Show that it boosted conversion

Jules Vernes etc. 

Something that I am concerned that we need is some research to prove where the accessibility made a different. Since we do other things, it is not just accessibility making it better. TESCO takes millions more. 

Adrian - Tesco is the first supermarket in the UK to offer online shopping. RNIB was on their case right away.

Julie – It wasn’t just RNIB advocacy. TESCO said what do we have to do to be compliant to the law. When TESCO came in and sat down with a blind person. Then they said this experience does not support our core values. That’s what did it for TESCO. For Legal and General, they went to an RNIB presentation and were sold. They didn’t set any business goals around it. Were delighted when it was a huge return on investment.

Adrian – There has not been the same high-profile fuss for banking, yet online banking and ATMs are accessible.

Julie – Banking reps are some of the best advocates for accessibility. (She gave examples which I didn’t write down).

Axel – So, we have banking, supermarkets…

Julie – Also the travel sector (Kuoni, jules vern etc.) My company wanting to combine campaigning work with sales and thus hired me. The need to differentiate from competitors. 

Shilpi – I see online service providers as not as motivated. I’m not seeing that, but banking is one area where we have seen a lot of areas being done. In the UK, the banking sector thinks that it is the first to be sued. 

Henny – Banking is first. Then supermarkets. It is the feeling that we are the big guys and we will get sued. 

Axel – Other areas?

Julie – Yes! Health. There is an initiative called connecting for health (how much?). the idea is put all patients medical records held electronically etc. This idea of wherever you are treated, whoever is treating you can access the same medical record. I have multiple sclerosis. I am there to advise them on the patient prospective. The person who is at the absolute top is very motivated. As we go down to the hospital level, they are given advice on IT and standards, but it’s not monitored. Record Development Board wrote something called the care record guarantee. NHS and public agreement. Patients of the NHS have the right to read medical results in a form that you can read. Now, anybody with a disability has a right to communicate with them in a format that they can read. This also saves money for missed appointments. The whole NHS project is very deep in politics. This will be an absolute revolution. My role is to keep reminding them of accessibility standards.  

Thomas – I know that there is a similar thing happening in healthcare in Denmark. 

Axel – Among the other topics, is the product development challenge that exists in terms of accessibility features. We don’t have many private sector reps in the room, but I still think you can give some interesting input. The first question that is recognized as a real issue is that product developers develop a new product, comes to fruition, then it is not accessible. Then it is very costly to develop accessibility afterwards. Any examples of companies whoa re adopting these steps.

Henny – I just know organizations that have just woken up and realized and must hugely back track.

Adrian – Fantastic products really popular with visually-impaired, but these products are not very viable. 

Julie – Yeah, you can’t just say “if we build it, they will come”. The market was not properly examined. Over 100 pounds the digital radio and not affordable. From a PR and marketing point of view, it didn’t work so well.

Adrian – Well, it did kind of work, because the interface tends to be similar on each product, so I am more eager to buy their other products. 

Axel – In Japan, they believe that all accessibility features should take into account the disabled population, as well as other non-disabled who will benefit. 

Julie – In 10 years from now, UK should be the same. 

Axel – Between early stage and universal design approach, the mentality will totally change. Unfortunately, there is no training in technical schools to teach accessibility. 

Several - In construction sector, there is this training re. universal design because of legislation. There isn’t this in tech sector.

Julie – building houses is a more concrete profession, so maybe this contributes to the trend. 

Adrian – but you don’t have to have a surveyor or someone with a particular qualification to buld a washing machine, design a website etc.

Julie – also we have health and safety that comes into play for construction.

Axel – are there any specifications that you think should be agreed upon? I saw that in the UK there was a focus on telephony what it would take for it to be operable. So, it is a real question for us: what’s missing for industry to leverage that disposition to their benefit. If they do it right, in many case, they will have a greater market potential. Some ICT devices on the street can’t be operated by those over a certain age (e.g. interface to small).

Henny – Lack of examples.

Julie – You also need to stimulate the market. You need to stimulate demands. People will make enough if it’s what people want and will buy. In the UK, we complain about services that don’t work, but not so much about products. We put up with it. My experience in corporate sector is, if there is an incentive, we will do it. More work should have been done proving that there is a prize at the end of it. Another part of the mindset is that in the past it was seen that RNIB would give you what you need. Rather than mainstreaming it. 

Adrian - It’s also about differentiation.

Derek – Even when suppliers produce something accessible, retailers don’t necessarily know. Retailers only record sales not where they don’t meet a requirement. Problem linking the demand of customers with disabilities with supply of appropriate products.

Adrian – In these situations, the only way for retailers to know is to go online in the moment, which doesn’t happen.

Julie – Comes down to PR etc. Engaging everyone. Need to be so much more than just the products. People need to know how to correctly sell a product. Also “I don’t want something for disabled people” needs to change. There can’t be a stigma around it.

Adrian – It’s more than that – when you buy an i-pod, it doesn’t tell you you need i-Tunes!

Axel – Like we said yesterday, the market is disabled! 

Shilpi- We are talking about a product that we can all use. At the design stage, they need to consider the design factors that impact all the areas. Microsoft has done a relatively good jod of doing this (?). Do people look at aesthetics or usability? Start with universal design and then move backwards. The companies are holding on to the terms, then they look at the terms and say you can talk about accessibility, but them tell us the guidelines we should follow. We talk about all of these guidelines, and the company gets frustrated. They have timelines deliverables etc. At the end of the day, it is hard to tell them this. 

Axel – You have specs for the deaf, blind, ergonomically challenged etc. And a lot of lobbying efforts have focused on just one disability. I don’t see an easy platform for developers. 

Adrian – I don’t know a lot about it. But labeling medicines for example, someone has laid down what is required, and this has worked.

Shilpi – There is a standard for accessibility and universal design put out by the ISO. So, this is confusing. I say go with accessibility because it is mandated law, but I am not sure that this is the right thing.

Julie – When I was at RNIB, we called it the campaign for good web design. It should be inclusive of everybody. 

Shilpi - I don’t even want to call a disabled person disabled, let alone an elderly person.  Design must be looked at holistically. No matter what you call it, you need to have it accessible! 

Julie – With standardization (Pass 78 A Guild to Commissioning Accessible Websites). Awareness of the guidelines and willingness to implement very high, but people didn’t do so, because they didn’t understand how to implement them correctly for the benefit of pwds. So, British Standards Institution was consulted to see if a process for accessible web design should be developed. Decided not to. Instead, we developed the Pass 78 – a half-way thing (more advisory). I don’t think we need another British Standard, as Pass 78 is the right product that just need to be better promoted. When the DRC and the BSI produced this, I was very careful to include the views across Europe, I was careful to include WAI and Adobe – basically everybody who is important in this process – and of course disabled persons themselves. And I think this is unique in the UK.

Axel – Don’t do new technical process, but establish guidelines.

Julie – As far as BSI is concerned, we’ve done what we were supposed to. Publishing is just the beginning, we have to run with it. I’m telling BSI to run with what we’ve got and then measure the impact of what we done. Stop creating new standards all the time.

Axel – What about guidelines to maintain the site.

Julie – I think this is an area that we need to improve after an assessment of the impact until now. We need to ask questions to users (re. maintenance etc.). I can’t bare meeting for meeting sake or laws for the sake of it). I want to see disabled people’s lives change. 

Axel – Thank you very much for sharing the time with up. Gives us a great leg up to start document what’s going on in the UK. Interesting to see how Private Sector initiatives are going faster than Public Sector initiatives. Looking at the Target case, it’s going to be a very interesting jurisprudence for all.

Terry – Where are you in the process of documenting processes? Where can one see the outputs?

Axel – We are now about to publish our first compendium of best practices between March and June of this year. It’s a book that will be available in DAISY format and online free of charge. It will also be available on accessible Adobe file, and we will also print it and make it available in print format. Will be sold as a regular book. 350 pages. Four main chapters. 

Rob – You’ve got loads of technologies on the Internet – web 2.0, user-generated content, blogs, wikis, etc. Having a functionally rich accessible website is important.

Axel – There is a mandate for states who sign the convention to try to give incentives or make sure that the ICT industry tries to take into account accessibility features from an early standpoint. There is the necessary component for accessibility. From your prospective, what do you see as challenges?

Kurt – We cater to such a broad audience of individuals within one organization, so it’s not just early stage development, but also building something that meets all those varying needs.

Rob Grey – I see the biggest challenge as people understanding the importance of accessibility. For Microsoft, security is a the forefront, where it wasn’t there before. Well, accessibility is now like that – it is an afterthought. People don’t really understand the importance. 

Adrian – For social networking accessibility and security tend to contradict themselves. They access-enable the authentication without thinking what happens after.

Rob – If it’s secure and it doesn’t do what it should, it’s counterproductive. 

Axel – How within Microsoft are those early stages identified? Do you have any reference points? 

Rob – Guys like Rob Sinclair is to try to evangelize the importance of accessibility. The way we do it with some of the product teams is that there is someone on the develop teams to be the champion for accessibility. We have people like Rob Sinclair who understands accessibility in general, but then there are specific product champions. 

Axel - Is the accessibility champion on that team participating in trainings or forums.

Rob– No. Cynthia Shelley, though, for example, is the Micro rep for web 2.0 and for the windows live team. With this SharePoint kit with RNIB, she’s been the one we’ve brought into the virtual team as the Microsoft expert. 

Axel – If you take this broad definition, what is the best way to approach the private sector to make it a useful proposition?

Rob - I think we can share ideas that we can improve upon. 

Axel – Have you been a part of any forum where best practices were discussed?

Rob Gray – I’m more on the sales side.

Kurt– It really comes down to the return on investment. 

Axel – In Japan with aging pop, the standards committee does things by type of impairment. They come up with huge numbers that from a marketing standpoint are very significant. 

Julie – Microsoft and Forrester did something like this a few years ago. 

Kurt – I was reading a book called microtrends. In the US, if you can identify a 1% trend. What I don’t understand is where accessibility is affecting 20% of the population, yet nothing is being done! CRAZY!

Axel – One of the case studies in our book is how they came to the conclusion how not having internal policy for accessibility is detrimental . 

Kurt – I try to tell people to look at accessibility as a market issue not accommodation issue.

Axel – If the industry doesn’t see its own interest, it won’t happen. Trying to find some core demographics from nations markets. Start to bring the message that you are not covering the message that you think you should. Where do you go? I am developing my new kitchen appliance, right? Where do I find the specs that I need to make sure that I am choosing the right accessibility features or my product?

Kurt – Where are you looking? There are so many specs that it is not financially feasible for a manufacturer to appease them all. 

