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Greg Hlibok

  Thank you Chairman Genachowski, Commissioners and, Joel.  It is a pleasure for me to appear here today in my new role as chief of the Disability Rights Office 

SLIDE 2  

The 21st Century Act was passed by Congress to update our nation’s telecommunications protections for people with disabilities.  This Act follows a string of laws, passed in the 1980s and 1990s, that were designed to ensure that telephone and television services would be accessible to all Americans with disabilities.  But these laws were not able to keep up with the fast paced technological changes that our society has witnessed over the past decade. The new law contains groundbreaking protections to enable people with disabilities to access broadband, digital and mobile innovations -- the emerging 21st century technologies for which the Act is named.

SLIDE 3


There are approximately 36 million Americans with hearing loss and 25 million with a significant vision loss.  In 2009, a study conducted by the FCC revealed that people with disabilities are less likely to use Internet-based communications technologies:   65% of Americans have broadband at home, but only 42% of Americans with disabilities have these services.  This gap is due in part to physical barriers that people with disabilities confront in using the Internet.  It is for this reason that the National Broadband Plan, adopted by the Commission in March of this year, recommended that Congress and the FCC should modernize accessibility laws to keep pace with broadband technologies.  The new law enables us to fulfill this recommendation.

Karen Peltz Strauss

Thank you,  Chairman Genachowski, Commissioners, Joel and Greg.  

SLIDE 4

For people with disabilities, broadband and digital technologies can provide wonderful new opportunities for greater independence and social integration, but only if these innovations are designed to be accessible.  The 21st Century Act will provide the tools these people need to better participate in employment, education, and civic life.  It will also encourage innovation and competition across the communication and video programming industries, as companies strive to compete for new market shares within the disability community.  
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The Act is divided into two titles.  The first, which addresses communications access, expands on Section 255 of the Communications Act to make products and services using broadband fully accessible to people with disabilities.  This requires access to VoIP offerings, electronic messaging and interoperable video conferencing.  In addition, this section requires Internet browsers on smart phones and other mobile devices to be accessible by people who are blind or visually impaired, so that these persons can use these devices to find online information, local services, or news in the same way that sighted people can.  Manufacturers and service providers may fulfill this obligation through either integrated or external hardware or software solutions. 

Title I also requires smart phones and other advanced mobile telephone devices to be compatible with hearing aids.  It also updates the definition of relay services and requires all VoIP providers to contribute to the fund that supports these services.  In addition, the new law authorizes funding to distribute telecommunications equipment to people who are both deaf and blind – the first time that federal policy has addressed these communication needs.  Finally, the law under this Title gives the FCC authority to ensure that people with disabilities are able to use the next generation of 9-1-1 emergency services.   
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In addition, Title I directs the Commission to create a clearinghouse of accessible products and services. Moreover, it directs us to improve the FCC’s complaint procedures so that people with disabilities can bring their concerns to our attention more easily.  We will be submitting biennial reports to Congress that report on our compliance with the Act and the accessibility of new communication technologies.  And every 5 years, the Comptroller General will report to Congress on how well we have complied with and enforced this new law. 
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Title II of the 21st Century Act breaks new ground to make it easier for people with disabilities to view video programming on television and the Internet.  First, this section directs the Commission to adopt rules requiring video description of 50 hours of programming per week on each of the top 4 broadcast networks and the top 5 cable networks.  This technology uses narration to enable blind and visually impaired people to understand the visual elements of a program during gaps in the audio track.  This Title also requires that programs shown on television with captions continue to include those captions when they are re-shown on the Internet.  Most importantly, Title II requires emergency information on television to be provided in a manner that is accessible to people who are blind and visually impaired.  Until now, emergency information that breaks into regularly scheduled television shows only appears in a crawl on the bottom of the TV screen, which blind people, of course, cannot read.  This measure will assure that blind people have access to this critical information.

SLIDE 8

Title II contains provisions to extend captioning to devices beyond standard television sets.  Video devices of all screen sizes, including computers and smartphones, will now be required to display closed captions, if achievable.  

The legislation also makes it easier for people who are deaf or blind to use newer video devices as they are developed.  For people who have hearing loss, these devices will have to include buttons, keys or icons that make it easier for users to activate captions.  And for people who are blind or visually impaired, the Act will make it possible to navigate the controls on their TVs and DVRs, including controls for changing channels, accessing video description, and exploring on-screen programming guides and menus.  Right now, these on-screen controls are virtually impossible to use without sight.
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In the short time since the law’s passage, the Commission has sought feedback on the Act’s provisions dealing with advanced communication services, hearing aid compatibility, the national deaf-blind equipment distribution program, and the two advisory committees that we must create to meet our obligations. The first of these committees is the Video Programming and Emergency Access Advisory Committee, which will address various requirements for captioning, video description and emergency access. The second is the Emergency Access Advisory Committee, which will work to ensure access to next generation 9-1-1 services.

SLIDE 10

This slide shows some of the statute’s implementation deadlines.  In 2011 we will promulgate rules on the deaf-blind equipment distribution program, advanced communication services, hearing aid compatibility, and relay service modifications.  This will be followed in 2012 with rules requiring closed captioning on certain Internet programs and closed captioning capability on video devices.  Finally in 2013, we will issue several orders to make communications, video programming and emergency access more accessible to people who are blind and visually impaired.

There is a lot to be done.  But we are energized by the challenges ahead.  The new law is unprecedented in its capacity to offer new communication tools that people with disabilities need to live independent, productive lives. We thank the various bureaus throughout the Commission that have agreed to work on the rulemakings now before us, and look forward to collaborating with consumers and industry to implement the law.

And now I present to you Larry Goldberg, Director of WGBH’s National Center for Accessible Media at WGBH in Boston.  Both Larry and WGBH have been leaders in accessible video programming technologies for the past several decades. Larry will demonstrate three accessibility solutions that will become more widely available as a result of this landmark legislation.
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