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General Comment 

In the strive to become more testable and technology neutral, WCAG 2.0 may have taken a step away from the laudable guiding principle; “The power of the web is in its universality. Access by everyone regardless of disability is an essential aspect”. 

In spite of its limitations and idiosyncrasies, WCAG 1.0 provides guidance in making web content accessible to people with disabilities. The Guidelines and Checkpoints (32 printed pages) identify web authors and developers, as having prime responsibility for ensuring web content is accessible to everyone regardless of disability.  The language is not always the clearest, but the intention is unambiguous, “The primary aim of these guidelines is to promote accessibility”.

No doubt WCAG 1.0 is in need of an overhaul, but at what cost? The 23 November 2005 Draft of the WCAG 2.0 appear to be less focussed on providing guidelines that will help web developers meet the needs of users with disabilities, or the notion of universal design for all. 

Is WCAG 2.0 easier to understand?

In my experience, most web developers are keen to improve the accessibility of their sites. Many however are reluctant to read guidelines, relying instead on informal advice and observing the work of others, which can lead to suboptimal results and the dissemination of erroneous ideas. Those developers who do read WCAG 1.0 are often frustrated by the difficulties they have in understanding some of the guidelines and checkpoints it contains.  An earlier Working Draft of WCAG 2.0, released in August 2002, recognised the need to, “use wording that may be understood by a more varied audience”. 

While the language used in the WCAG 2.0 Draft of November 2005 (47 printed pages) is more precise and technical, many more people are likely to find it even harder to understand than WCAG 1.0 and will derive little guidance from the document in how to improve the accessibility of their web content. A supporting document  (150 printed pages), “Understanding WCAG 2.0 (Working Draft 23 November 2005)”, has been prepared to help people comprehend WCAG 2.0, a document that should be more understandable than its predecessor. 

Testability 

While it is clearly desirable to have guidelines that can be tested, the desire for testability should not come at the price of avoiding things that are difficult to test. For example, determining compliance with WCAG 1.0 Checkpoint 14.1, “Use the clearest and simplest language appropriate for a site’s content (Priority 1)” is difficult, but the checkpoint also communicates the notion that the WAI believes meeting the needs of people with cognitive disabilities and learning difficulties is a high priority issue. There does not appear to be any exact equivalent for this checkpoint in WCAG 2.0, rather it seems to be picked up in a vague (but testable) way in the Level 3 Success Criteria 3.1.5. 

When it comes to compliance, the all encompassing assertion, “When multiple people who understand WCAG 2.0 test the same content using the same success criteria, the same results should be obtained”, is probably optimistic. For example with reference to Success Criteria 1.1.1: Of course it is easy to test to see if an image has a text alternative, but determining if the alternative is appropriate in a particular situation or will be useful to a screen reader user is a matter of judgement. Hopefully the days of repeated ‘spacer’ or ‘dot point arrow’ text alternatives are long gone, but maybe not if everything has to be reduced to simple yes or no testable statements.

Baseline

The introduction of the “baseline” could result in some web content providers believing that it is acceptable to provide content that will be inaccessible to some people with disabilities. It appears that under WCAG 2.0, a site developer or some higher authority (eg Government regulator) can set a baseline using W3C and non-W3C technologies so long as there are accessible user agents that support them. The guidelines provide examples of assistive technologies, but there appears to be no requirement for a nominated baseline technology to be supported by a significant proportion of assistive technologies that are in current use. This could result in sizable shift in the onus for accessibility away from the site developer and proprietor and onto the users of assistive technologies: That is, it will be up to the disabled person to obtain (purchase) the appropriate technology to access a site, rather than the responsibility of the site proprietor to ensure their content is accessible to users of a wide range of current assistive technologies. 

Reading of WCAG 2.0 and the Baseline Q&A page suggests that it may be possible for a site, which uses a non-W3C technology but is accessible to some screen reader users, to claim conformance with WCAG 2.0 even though many screen readers users are unable to access it with their current technology.

IMHO the intent and application of the baseline needs to be clarified. When making a conformance claim, authors should only be able to nominate baseline technologies that can be accessed by commonly used versions of assistive technologies.  

Will WCAG 2.0 be a shot in the foot for the WAI?

WCAG 1.0 is a significant driver in the process of improving the accessibility of websites. It provides effective guidelines, which can be used by governments and organizations, to underpin regulations and legal requirements relating to web accessibility. The WCAG 1.0 guidelines and checkpoints have become, in effect, stable reference points for web accessibility and this contributes greatly to their implicit or explicit acceptance by governments around the world. Although some governments set their own accessibility criteria, for example Section 508 in the USA, many others rely instead on the guidance provided in WCAG 1.0.

If the proposed baseline concept will allow site developers to use technologies which are “assumed to be supported by, and enabled in, user agents in order for Web content to conform to these guidelines” (WCAG 2.0 Glossary), the value of WCAG 2.0 as a stable reference point for accessibility may be jeopardised. Governments, who want to ensure universal access for all their citizens to web content, will need to set the baseline for the websites of government agencies and other entities in the country. They will need to determine what is an appropriate baseline and open themselves up to the potential of repeated challenges over the appropriateness of their determination. While some countries may be well equipped for such a task, others will not be so well placed and may look to the regulations of another country as their benchmark for accessibility. Specifically, I believe there is a real risk that US Section 508 will increasingly become the standard for accessibility and in the process the relevance of the WAI and the guidelines they develop will be diminished.
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