

Comments on “Draft CEN Workshop Agreement on Specifications for a Complete European Web Accessibility Certification Scheme and a Quality Mark”
Comments
I am most concerned about this CEN Workshop. While I applaud the efforts of those involved, and agree that standards are essential to increasing Web accessibility, I consider the approach taken to be somewhat inadequate and even potentially counter-productive.
The document states that there are a number of ways for participating, All appear to be based on the idea of content being certified in advance of being used or potential users and their needs being identified. As an editor of work in other contexts that both shows that this is not always a successful process for determining the accessibility of a Web resource, and also as an expert in metadata, I find it odd to find some of the provisions as they are. I shall detail some of my concerns.
See for example the work of the Dublin Core Accessibility Working Group at http://dublincore.org/groups/access and of the IMS Global project at http://www.imsglobal.org/accessibility and of the ISO JTC1 SC36 WG 7 at http://jtc1sc36.org/doc/36N1024.pdf, http://jtc1sc36.org/doc/36N1025.pdf, http://jtc1sc36.org/doc/36N1026.pdf
The Evaluation Process
I believe that a significant model for Europe has been the work in the US around what is known as section 508. What is proposed in the CEN Workshop appears to avoid the issue that this has been the most successful compliance program in the world with respect to accessibility but did not require any charges or control of the evaluation of resources. It seems very odd to propose a system with potentially high costs in a context where it is already demonstrated to be unnecessary? It is also unusual to transfer responsibility for what amounts to legal compliance to a body that is not constrained by the usual legally sanctions. 
Evaluation against the WCAG as a measure of the accessibility of a Web resource.
It is well established that this is not a perfect an infallible way to determine the accessibility for a user of a Web resource. I need only cite the work of the UK DRC in this context*. In addition, I point out that no resource can be guaranteed to be prefect for everyone (or anyone) just because it complies with WCAG. I have no problem with agreeing that WCAG sets a high and extremely useful ‘standard’ but it cannot be objectively validated and it does not cover the needs of all users.
* “The Web Access and Inclusion for Disabled People: A formal investigation conducted by the Disability Rights Commission” 2004 DRC: London. Available at http://www.drc.gov.uk/publicationsandreports/2.pdf
The User as Determinant of Accessibility
In developing the AccessForAll approach we have enabled a situation in which Web resources can be matched to users’ needs and preferences. It is surely incontestable that this is the goal of all accessibility work. For practical reasons, matching to specifications such as those in WCAG provides an industry standard, a standard for content providers, but it does not provide for all users in nearly as neat a way as an accessible system using the AccessForAll approach. It may be argued that AccessForAll depends upon the existence of WCAG compliant resources, and it does, but it extends the evaluation of accessibility into a distributed domain, as is the Web, and allows for cumulative accessibility which is considered in many countries, by their legal systems, to be adequate in many circumstances. I can find no provision in the current document for certification of resources that supports the AccessForAll approach. I consider this to be a major short-coming of the Workshop Agreeement.
The Registry
There is provision for a registry of accessible ‘sites’. This seems a very simplistic way of dealing with vast amounts of resources and avoids the primary benefit of such a repository that would be to allow resources to be matched to users’ needs. In addition, the proposed metadata seems vastly inadequate for the purpose, given the sort of metadata schemas that have already been developed and found useful in this context. I find it quite unnecessary that there should be centralised control of the repository when, in general, these are open collaborative systems.

Liddy Nevile, January, 2006.

