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Abstract

With the new German law on the equalisation of opportunities for people with disabilities (Bundesbehindertengleichstellungsgesetz – BGG) for the first time access to information technology was explicitly taken up in German legislation. The decree BITV provides now the accessibility standard for federal public websites. In order to support the implementation the “alliance for barrier free information technology” (Aktionsbündnis barrierefreie Informationstechnik - AbI) has been started in September 2002 with support of the federal government (Federal Ministry for Health and Social Security - BMGS). In cooperation with its partners AbI offers education, web-based information, etc. to support the implementation. 

1 New situation of web access in Germany

In Germany the new legislation of  the  social book IX (SGB IX) and of the law on the equalisation of opportunities for people with disabilities (Bundesbehindertengleichstellungsgesetz - BGG) has put new emphasis on the issue of barrier free access at the workplace and to public infrastructure. The definition of barrier free access for people with disabilities to human made infrastructure highlights three characteristics [1]: the access needs to be possible in the usual way, without extra effort and basically without assistance. Of course, fields with some tradition of accessibility like access to the built environment and public transportation are addressed. For the first time access to information technology was explicitly taken up in BGG §11 and particularly barrier free access to the internet [2]. The law itself demands to implement barrier free access to public websites and graphical user interfaces step by step. The concrete criteria and details of the requirements are transferred to a decree, which has been released within three months after the law itself had come into force.

The need for support and AbI

On July 24th 2002 the decree on barrier-free information technology (Barrierefreie Informationstechnik Verordnung - BITV) according to BGG § 11 was officially published by the German Federal Government and entered into force.  The introduction of new legislation forces the public sector to react on the new design demand. Hundreds of websites need to be changed step by step. The BITV is mandatory for federal public websites. New sites and considerable re-launches have to conform immediately. Generally, existing sites have to conform within the period of the campaign “Bund online 2005” until end of 2005. Sites with special information for people with disabilities have to conform until end of 2003. The transition time allows to take the regular maintenance and update process as suitable baseline to reach the objective.  In practise however, it is a difficult transition to implement legislation in reality. In Germany, most of the web specialists so far  did not even know that access problems exist for people with disabilities,  they mostly have no knowledge about disability,  they never considered this as market relevant. Others have prejudices against accessible sites such as “they look ugly, are complicated to create and raise an awful amount of extra cost”. Up to now, very seldom web access has been part of the requirements for making a website. Many people consider text only versions, which indeed have a historical value, as the solution for  people with disabilities.  However, they do not conform with the BITV, which demands barrier free access for people with different disabilities. With this background it becomes clear that the new legislation creates a need to raise the awareness, to inform those who make the decisions, and to qualify the programmers and designers implementing the web sites.

1.1 Set up of the German Alliance

In order to support the implementation of barrier free web sites the “Alliance for barrier free Information Technology” (Aktionsbündnis barrierefreie Informationstechnik - AbI) has been established with support of the federal government (BMGS). The members of the project consortium are BAGH (umbrella of German user organisations), FTB as a technical centre of excellence and web-for-all as a user centre of excellence. In order to form the alliance the consortium has invited relevant existing initiatives to join forces for the further development of accessible web in Germany. NGOs accepting BITV as the baseline, with sound knowledge and significant work in this area are invited to sign up as partners. Current partners are: 

· AKBI – a user working group on barrier free Internet, 

· BIK – a project of organisations of people with visual impairment and blindness, 

· Stiftung digitale Chancen – a foundation on the digital divide, 

· Vdk-Deutschland – a German user organisation).

· It is expected that the number of partners will increase up to 8-10.

NGOs with high commitment, but less resources and activities in the area and companies can sign up as supporters.  Among the supporters are organisations from the area of rehabilitation, webdesign companies,  public organisations, user organisations, technology companies, etc. The process of  signature of new supporters is continuously ongoing.  It is expected that NGOs and companies from different fields will give AbI a strong background and visibility. 

In cooperation with the partners AbI offers education, web-based information, etc. to support the implementation. One particular objective is to join forces in a harmonised approach and to assist public and private sector during the implementation. One important instrument will be the targeted agreements with the private sector (Zielvereinbarungen) according to BGG § 5.

1.2 AbI workplan and actions

The AbI work follows three basic action lines:

· Creation of networking

· Support towards implementation of barrier free websites

· Support towards users and their organisations

1.2.1 AbI networking

After the network initiation AbI started to work on public information, criteria (interpretation and further development) and test procedures (site certification and quality mark), curriculum elements for qualification. The work on testing has the highest priority as public authorities are in need of an accepted reference. The work is conducted in workshops with the partners, public events, and  through cooperation with existing ressources. One particular role of AbI is the support of the government with special emphasis on labour related content. The coordinaton and cooperation with European activities [3] such as EDeAN (European Design for ALL eAccessibility Network) and eEurope 2005 are also part of the project. 

1.2.2 AbI Studies - Benchmarking

In the second stream a benchmarking study of public websites has been undertaken. This study takes up the requirements and recommendations of the eAccessibility group to produce comparable studies for benchmarking in the European Member States. The data have been collected in December 2002 and a report presented in February 2003. 

60 selected sites from the  public sector have been tested. The sample covers examples from the federal government, state governments, municipalities and the labour administrations.  Out of the 60 pages,  two met the conformance level A, but none  conformance level AA, which is basically the Priority I of BITV. On the other hand many the designers of many sites have already started to consider accessibility issues. 14 sites could reach WAI A with minor improvements. Almost 50 sites follow a consistent layout, 35 use external stylesheets, 10 sites provide a text-only version as alternative, 15 sites permit to skip the navigation, 25 sites allow to change the colours.  Further, many sites match single criteria of WAI priority 3 (BITV priority II) . Unfortunately one site, which originally met BITV I, downgraded due to an update during our investigation.  The conclusion is to say, that many have acknowledged the need and the legislative background and started to implement. However, we are far from reaching the goal of conformance with BITV for public websites. 

It is intended to repeat the test of the selected sites in the following two years. This kind of longitudinal study will give an opportunity to assess the impact of the legislation and technical development. 

A second task is the implementation of seminars and courses for people working on public websites. A first AbI seminars have for example been  held in September 2002 in Berlin for federal public agencies (ministries and federal institutions), in February 2003 for Universities and more seminars are planned.

 A study on user requirements of user groups with disabilities, which have not yet been as much in the focus like people with sensorial restrictions, is under preparation. It is intended to feed this kind of information into the revision process of guidelines and legislation. 

1.2.3 Support of user organisations

The third stream aims to support the user organisations related to access to PC and Internet. Actually many of them know about their very own problems, but have only basic knowledge about the creation of accessible sites. Another issue is to provide information about hardware and software for access to the organisations and their individual members and to support activities of user training. These activities are planned to start in 2003/4.

2 Conclusions

As a response to the new legislation on a short time scale support of the implementation has dramatically increased. User organisations and experts try to react and join forces in the alliance AbI. AbI creates a reference for barrier free access to the web in Germany based on the expertise and activities of its members, partners and supporters. Internationally AbI creates relations to relevant actions in eAccesibility, EDeAN, D4ALLnet, WAI, etc. One of the next challenges is the legislation on the state level. It is important to achieve that the federal legislation which applies to federal agencies is now taken as a reference for legislation on the state level. The state level will cover the public sector including state agencies and municipalities. For the private sector the instrument of targeted agreements (Zielvereinbarungen) can be applied. It might be very fruitful to exchange with initiatives in other countries, which also have started comparable processes.  We expect some coordination of CEU through eEurope 2005 and the activities of W3C-WAI.
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