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Comments to H. Yamada’s paper on ICT accessibility standardization and its use in policy measures
This paper provides some comments to H. Yamada’s paper of Feb. 27 2007on ICT accessibility standardization and its use in policy measures.

Accessibility of mainstream products

In Part I of his paper, Prof. Yamada rightly concludes that

· It is difficult to design products taking into account the needs of all the many categories of people with disabilities;

· It must be accepted that companies are profit-seeking entities;

· We need a new strategy that facilitates implementation of accessibility functions in mainstream products. Otherwise, we continue to depend on assistive technologies that are economically inefficient.

One part of a new strategy would be to mainstream accessibility not only into the products, but also in the business processes. Two elements should be:

· To look upon the target user audience for a product as people with a wide diversity of characteristics and capabilities. This would reduce the risk of disregarding certain groups because they are too few.

· Use of a user-centred development approach such as ISO 13407, where analysis of characteristics of the target user group is an important element.

In fact, one of the main reasons for low accessibility of products could be that accessibility has no self-evident place in business processes. For example, accessibility is not a specified part of the commonly used system development methods RUP and DSDM. The quality assurance system standard ISO 9000 does not include anything on accessibility. The development of “accessibility plug-ins” to widely used formal and defacto standards and specifications of business processes would be a possible way of promoting mainstreaming of accessibility. 

In Part II of his paper, Prof. Yamada discusses the idea of an accessibility management system standard; this would be an excellent instrument for encouraging the incorporation of accessibility in business processes, in analogy to the standards on environment management (ISO 14000 series) and information security management (ISO 27000 series). Another process standard where accessibility is missing but could be added is ISO/IEC 20000, also known as ITIL®, IT Infrastructure Library. This is a framework of management procedures intended to support businesses in achieving quality and value in IT operations. There is an ITIL process Security Management which is based on a standard for code of practice for security management. A similar procedure for accessibility management could be envisaged.

Use of standards in public procurements

Prof. Yamada discusses the use of standards in public procurements. The described cases of Japan and USA indicate the importance of introducing accessibility standards in procurements at a strategic level. Requirements for and expectations on compliance to accessibility standards must not come as a surprise for the suppliers in calls-for-tender. They have to be stated in advance and conveyed to the suppliers outside the procurements. The timeframe of a procurement is too short to allow suppliers to make the changes in the product line necessary to respond to new requirements. New accessibility requirements have to be incorporated in overall strategies with influence on procurements, such as the European Interoperability Framework.

Conformity assessment and subjectivity

In Part II of his paper, Prof Yamada argues that because accessibility standards mostly are written qualitatively, it is impossible to determine compliance in an objective manner.

It may be true that a 100 % objectivity – in the sense that assessments of a specified products against specified qualitative requirements give identical results – is not possible. However, the issue is to treat subjectivity as objectively as possible. This is to a considerable extent a matter of transparency and information. For public procurements, the EC Treaty requires that they are transparent to the suppliers. Procurements contain however always elements of subjectivity, which can not be considered to violate the need for transparency. The choice of requirements, and the weighting of factors for awarding the contract, are examples of subjective measures taken by the procurer. For conformity assessment, objectivity and transparency are achieved by sufficient information on what the procurer requires and how the supplier carries out the assessment. For accredited certification, it could be argued that the accreditation formally implies that the accredited certification body has the necessary competence to carry out the assessment as objectively as possible. 
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