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Introduction
The European Blind Union (EBU) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the European Commission survey on "helping public authorities procure ICT based on standards". We believe that good practice in public procurement provides a very important lever to address the lack of accessibility of ICT goods and services for blind and partially sighted people – it should therefore be used to maximise access wherever goods and services are procured for the public at large. 

In 2011 the European Blind Union, together with AGE Platform, ANEC and the European Disability Forum launched a joint campaign
 to call for legislation to ensure that public websites and websites providing basic services to citizens are fully accessible by 2015, in line with European Commission commitments outlined in the Digital Agenda for Europe
. 

Response to survey

Our response below focuses on those questions that are directly relevant to blind and partially sighted people. We used the same numbering to enable the reader to easily locate the information needed.

A - Confidentiality

We are happy for our contribution to be made public. We are also happy for our contribution to be shared with DG INFSO at the Commission.
Part 1 - About your organisation

B.1. Name of your organisation

European Blind Union (EBU) - http://www.euroblind.org
Interested representative register ID: 42378755934-87
B.2 - Type of organisation

Other 

B.3 - If other, please elaborate

The European Blind Union (EBU) is a non-governmental, non profit making European organisation founded in 1984. It is one of the six regional bodies of the World Blind Union, and it promotes the interests of blind people and people with low vision in Europe. It currently operates within a network of 45 national members including organisations from all 27 European Union member states, candidate nations and other major countries in geographical Europe.

B.6 - Member State in which your organisation is located 

The EBU office is located in Paris, France. 

Part 2 – Comments on Guidelines

C.1  Are all problems in ICT public procurement addressed in the guidelines? 

No

C.2  If not, what would you like to add?
C.2. If not, what would you like to add?

Section 5 of the draft Guidelines ('consider user requirements') does not make any reference to the fact that some users may be disabled, and that their needs should therefore be taken into account by public authorities when they procure ICT products and/or services. 

Many disabled people need assistive technology to access the Internet. Blind and partially sighted people may use text-to-speech screen reader software (such as JAWS) and partially sighted people may use screen magnification software to enlarge information displayed on the screen. For this to work effectively, people with disabilities rely on websites being designed in an accessible manner. To do this, public authorities need to ensure that technical specifications include a reference to appropriate web accessibility standards, such as World Wide Web Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 2.0 (W3C WCAG 2.0).

Unfortunately, the vast majority of websites, including public sector websites, do not meet these voluntary standards so the information they contain is therefore inaccessible to most blind and partially sighted people who use assistive technology. The European Commission has studied the exclusion of disabled people from the digital world sufficiently to understand its seriousness. In 2008 it published a study
 highlighting that only 2.6% of key public and commercial websites in Member States were accessible, while only 5.3% of government websites were accessible. The demographic situation in the EU is also an important factor to take into account in order to fully understand the need for accessible ICT products and services. The EU population is ageing, and the likelihood of experiencing a disability increases with age. According to the European Commission's own estimates, 25 % of the EU population will be over the age of 60 by 2020 and currently 21% of persons over 50 experience severe vision, hearing or dexterity impairments. As this percentage increases with age, more and more people will need accessible ICT products and services in the future. Public procurers should therefore have an understanding of the needs of disabled people and ensure that they include relevant requirements in the technical specifications of the ICT products and services they procure. 
The European Union ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD)
 in December 2010, introducing new binding obligations on the EU institutions and on Member States. The actions of public authorities within the European Union must be consistent with EU international commitments; this means that the rights of disabled people must be upheld in all legislative and non legislative acts. In relation to public procurement, public authorities should therefore pay specific attention to obligations set out in article 4 (General Obligations), article 9 (Accessibility) and article 21 (Freedom of expression and opinion, and access to information) of the UNCRPD. 

Furthermore, we believe that reference should also be made in the guidelines to the possibility for public authorities to impose accessibility requirements, as stated in article 23 of Directive 2004/18/EC. Public authorities using public procurement to purchase ICT goods and services for the public should be careful not to discriminate against blind and partially sighted people. Article 23 of Directive 2004/18/EC states that technical specifications should take the accessibility criteria into account “whenever possible”. Despite the European Commission emphasising the fact that this should allude to technical feasibility, there is wide recognition that the cost criteria has often been an overriding concern to the detriment of the accessibility criteria. Pending a review of the said directives, which will hopefully clarify obligations, EBU believes that public authorities should ensure that they comply with their new obligations under the UNCRPD when they draft technical specifications for ICT products and services.
C.4  What could be added to make it more useful?

We find that there is usually a lack of awareness about accessibility issues among public procurers - this also applies to the procurement of ICT products and services. So it would be helpful if the guidelines could make a reference to the need to train public procurement officers on what accessibility means in the context of ICT products and services.
D.E.1 Any additional comments on the improvement of procurement through the better use of Standards
We noted with interest that the European Commission is setting up a European multi-stakeholder platform on ICT standardisation
 and that its members will include organisations representing societal stakeholders. 

The European Blind Union believes that it has the relevant expertise to contribute meaningfully to the European multi-stakeholder platform on ICT standardisation and is keen to register its interest for this initiative. 
F - Further contact

For further information or clarification on this paper, please contact Carine Marzin in the first instance. Email: carine.marzin@rnib.org.uk - Tel: +44 207 391 2087
Alternatively, please contact the EBU office:

EBU Office, 58 avenue Bosquet, 75007 Paris, France 

Tel : +33 1 47 05 38 20 - E-mail: ebu@euroblind.org
� Inaccessible websites: Time to Act! See EBU website for information about the campaign: � HYPERLINK "http://www.euroblind.org/working-areas/access-to-information/nr/397" ��http://www.euroblind.org/working-areas/access-to-information/nr/397� 


� See Digital Agenda for Europe - Action 64: 'Ensure the accessibility of public sector websites' � HYPERLINK "http://bit.ly/y0xc3R" ��http://bit.ly/y0xc3R� 


� See 2008 MEAC study � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/activities/einclusion/library/studies/meac_study/index_en.htm" ��http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/activities/einclusion/library/studies/meac_study/index_en.htm� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.un.org/disabilities/" ��http://www.un.org/disabilities/�





� � HYPERLINK "http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2011:349:0004:01:EN:HTML" ��http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2011:349:0004:01:EN:HTML� 
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