Website Accessibility
Why is Accessibility an issue?

· Lack of uniform standards in the early days of the web

· Ignorance of the needs of Disabled web users

· Development tools which were very poor at creating accessible websites

· Limited advice and support available

Why make a website accessible?
· It is the law - Under section 21, subsection 5.26, of the Disability Discrimination Act 1999, there is a legal duty for service and product providers to ensure that their website is accessible to all, and websites are covered by this.

In the UK, the RNIB and the DRC will support any individual or group who have a complaint about the accessibility of a website.  A number of cases have already been settled out of court and more are likely in future.
· It is fair - People should receive information that is accessible to them. Access to information enables all of us to make decisions and lead independent lives.
· Accessible web design benefits everyone A growing number of different technologies are now being used to access the web, for example mobile phones, palmtop devices and WebTV.  This means a growing number of users are likely to experience problems with websites which haven't been designed to be accessible for different technologies.
· It makes business sense - Disabled and Older People make up a sizeable customer base, which cannot be ignored and meeting the needs of as many people as possible makes business sense.
Who does it affect?

It is important to understand that web accessibility is not just about access to websites by Disabled People.  It is also important for:

· People who use Mobile phones, PDAs, pocket PCs and Palms to access the web

· People who have temporary impairments such as a broken arm which will temporarily affect their mobility

· People behind secure firewalls that can block scripting languages, even commonly used ones such as JAVA.

· Older People (silver surfers) who might have minor vision, mobility or hearing problems.

· Any organisation which wants to maximise its profile in the community and attract Disabled service users

· Organisations that want to use their website to share information of any kind with the widest possible range of people

Specific impairments that can affect access to websites can be categorised into four key groups:

· Vision - no vision, colour blindness and reduced vision

· Hearing 
· Mobility - physical difficulties using hands or arms, discomfort, impaired motor skills and general fatigue

· Cognitive, Mental and Learning Disabilities - such as dyslexia, attention deficit disorder and short term memory loss

Disabled People can use a variety of adaptive technology to help them access the internet:

· Screen magnifiers - useful for people with relatively low visual impairments

· Screen readers - software that reads out loud the text on a screen.  They are unable to interpret images.

· Voice recognition - often used by people with mobility problems

· Alternative input devices - e.g. eye/hand operated pointers and sip-and-suck systems controlled by breathing, or a single switch device
· On-screen keyboards - used by people who are unable to use a standard keyboard.  Particularly people who have restricted movement but are able to move one part of their body 

Accessibility guidelines

There are three levels of accessibility:
Priority 1

Websites must satisfy this level. Otherwise, one or more groups will find it impossible to access information. Satisfying this checkpoint is a basic requirement for some groups to be able to use Web documents. Main issues are:
· Colour

· Images

· Inaccessible Flash

· Cascading Style Sheets (CSS)

· Data Tables

· Frames

· Multimedia
Priority 2 

A Website should satisfy this level. Otherwise, one or more groups will find it difficult to access information in the document. Satisfying this checkpoint will remove significant barriers to accessing information on websites. Main issues are:
· Hypertext links

· Relative design

· Device independence

· Mark-up (X/html)

· Colour contrast

· Movement

· Forms
Priority 3

If this checkpoint is addressed it will maximize the number of people able to access a website, and it will generally be an easier to read and navigate, for all.  Satisfying this checkpoint is a combination of the structure of both the physical website and also its content.
Facts and Figures
· Approximately 32% of people using accessibility options or assistive technology do so for ease of use, comfort and convenience.  They have no physical difficulty or impairment. 

· Online businesses are potentially loosing out on £50 - £60 billion per year 

· An accessible website: 
· is up to 35% easier to use for everyone
· will reach up to a 10% wider audience
· is up to 35% easier to use
· reduces site maintenance because they generally use a lower bandwidth and have lower hosting costs
· is device / platform independent.  1:3 devices will be handheld by 2010
· improves search engine rankings

· satisfied an organisation's responsibility to be socially responsible, thus improving its reputation 

· makes it easier to change in the future - the complete look and feel of a website can be changed by just changing the style sheet.

· In 2004 an investigation into website accessibility for the Disability Rights Commission (DRC) found that 81% of 1000 websites tested across the public, private and voluntary sector in the UK did not meet minimum accessibility standards.

· A conservative estimate is that between 1.3 and 3.2 million Disabled People in the UK have problems with inaccessible websites.  
Please note: This figure does not take into account:

· People with Dyslexia (approximately 6 million)

· People with literacy issues (approximately 17 million)

· People whose first language is not English

· Older population

This portion of the population represent a spending power of approximately £15 billion/year.

· There are over 2 million people in the UK are blind or partially sighted.

· 1 in 3 Britons are aged 50 or ore, and they are the fastest growing segment of the internet population: by the year 2010, 40% of the UK population will be over 45, which is the age at which the incidence of disability begins to increase significantly.
· 8% of the USA population (over 20 million people), have visual, learning, cognitive, auditory or mobility impairments severe enough to affect their ability to access the Web.

· The DRC research on web accessibility found that awareness of the need for accessibility is quite high, but good practice is terribly low.  Therefore the DRC asked the British Standards Institution (BSI) to produce a Publicly Available Specification (BSI) on commissioning websites.  PAS 78 was launched in March 2006 and aims to help integrate accessibility into all website projects.
Web Accessibility – why it’s important

Today many services are only available, or offered at a discounted rate, on the Internet.  Other sites provide vital information.  If a website doesn’t meet a base level of accessibility then it will be impossible for a large number of disabled visitors to use it.  Many others with some sort of limiting condition will also have great difficulty.

It is illegal to bar disabled visitors from on-line services and information offered to the general public.  No organisation would purposefully do this but many are either not aware of the problem, or don’t know what to do to address it. In the UK there are estimated to be 1.6 million registered blind people, 1.5 million with cognitive difficulties, a further 3.4 million people who are otherwise IT disabled and 6 million that have dyslexia.  The total spending power of this group is now estimated at £120 billion a year.                                       AbilityNet April 2007
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