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Non-Consensus Submission of the Public Interest Advocacy Centre for the Accessibility Issues Ad-hoc Working Group (CISC)

November 28, 2005

This portion of the report is the non-consensus submission of the Public Interest Advocacy Centre (PIAC) for the Accessibility Issues Ad-hoc Working Group (AIWG).

PIAC identified a number of issues that it believes were within the scope of the Committee’s mandate but which were not addressed by the Committee for various reasons.  It also identified issues affecting the operation of the Committee. These issues, as well as PIAC’s views on them, are found below.

Mandate of the Committee

1. Paragraphs 271 and 272 of CRTC Telecom Decision 2005-28 set out the task for the AIWG.  As noted in the minutes, the Committee disagreed as to the scope of the first requirement, that is, the identification of the needs of persons with disabilities.  The majority of the Committee were of the opinion that as this decision was a decision setting out the parameters for Voice over Internet Protocol service only, that this first requirement was informed by the context.  Thus, the needs to be identified could only be those new and unique needs in relation to the new VoIP environment.  This view was supported by an opinion from Commission staff.

2. PIAC is of the view that this restriction of the scope of identification of the needs of persons with disabilities is incorrect and unreasonable in the circumstances.  There is nothing in the identification of telecommunications needs of persons with disabilities in general that detracts from the Committee’s work.  Rather, such a broad discussion sets the proper goals for the group to strive to meet.  This appears to be the intent of the wording of paragraph 271.  The operativc part of the first sentence reads: “the Commission requests CISC to assess the accessibility needs of people with disabilities with respect to the development of VoIP technologies.” [Emphasis added.]  It does not ask for an assessment of the present state of accessibility with either present VoIP offerings or with primary exchange service (PES).  Instead it clearly, in using the word “development”, indicates a forward-looking view of what is possible with VoIP technology.  Since many providers in the VoIP hearing stated that VoIP would provide enhanced accessibility possibilities, this appears to be the clear intent of the paragraph.  Indeed, if such a wide inquiry were unnecessary, the entire content of paragraph 271 appears unnecessary given paragraph 272.

3. Refusing to engage in a discussion of the needs of persons with disabilities necessarily reduces the Committee’s understanding of the challenges faced by persons with disabilities.  It also necessarily lowers the goals for the utility of the telecommunications technology to be discussed (VoIP) to what is currently technically possible under a clearly developing VoIP market (or even under primary exchange service), rather than what is needed by an individual to use VoIP telecommunications systems on a par with persons without disabilities.

4. PIAC respectfully disagrees with this limitation and instead suggests that the identification of the needs of persons with disabilities has been summarized adequately for the purposes of this Committee by the submission of ARCH in Public Notice 2004-2 - Regulatory framework for voice communication services using Internet Protocol (June 18, 2004).  That submission, at Appendix A and Appendix B, identifies immediate and longer terms needs of persons with disabilities in relation to VoIP telecommunications services.  It reads:

Appendix A

Immediate Accessibility Requirements
Accessibility issues arise in connection with: 1) the terminal equipment used to access services provided by means of VoIP technology; and, 2) the features of the service itself. Each of these areas is discussed below.

Terminal Equipment

One of the innovative aspects of VoIP technology is the ability to make calls from a computer, as well as from a telephone. In order to use a computer to make calls, it is necessary to have software which provides an interface for dialing and for other call control features. This type of interface is often referred to as a softphone. Both physical telephones and softphones must provide interfaces which are accessible to persons with disabilities.

IP Telephones

There are, at least, six features of hardware telephones which are essential to ensuring accessibility for persons with disabilities:

a)
keypad design;

b)
volume control/hearing aid compatibility;

c)
ringing mechanisms;

d)
visual display;

e)
TTY compatibility or alternative TTY capability; and

f)
instructions.

The importance of several of these features is not new or unique to IP telephones. Similar issues arise with respect to standard telephones, as well. The following is a brief summary of the minimum requirements with respect to each of these areas. 

a)
Keypad design

Keypad design is of critical importance to persons who are blind or have impaired vision, as well as to persons with impaired manual dexterity. The telephone keypad should be laid out in the standard manner, with a small, raised dimple on the number 5 to permit orientation by persons with visual impairment. The keypad must also be large enough to be used by a person with limited manual dexterity.

b)
Volume control/hearing aid compatibility

In order to accommodate persons with impaired hearing, telephones should have simple to use volume controls and handsets should be hearing aid compatible.

c)
Ringing mechanisms

Telephones should provide alternative ringing mechanisms (visual, vibratory) to accommodate persons with hearing disabilities.

d)
Visual display

Visual displays are likely to play an increasingly important role in services using VoIP technology. It is essential that visual displays be designed in such a manner as to permit persons with limited vision to make use of display features (e.g., display font size should be adjustable, etc.). In addition, persons who are blind should be provided with alternative mechanisms for accessing features provided by means of a telephone’s visual display. Such mechanisms could include screen readers and/or auditory codes.

e)
TTY compatibility or alternative text messaging capability

Persons who are Deaf, hearing impaired or have speech disabilities, generally, must rely on text-based mechanisms to make and receive telephone calls. The most common such mechanism is the TTY unit. As discussed below, TTY technology is likely to be replaced by IP-enabled technology over the longer term. However, for the time being, TTYs remain an important access mechanism for many persons with disabilities. Consequently, it is essential that IP telephones either include a built-in TTY unit, a jack to accommodate a portable TTY unit or some form of alternative TTY capability which will permit interoperability with TTY technology, as well as IP-based text communication. 

f)
Instructions

Instructions as to the use of an IP telephone must be available to persons with disabilities. This means that hard copy instructions must be available in braille and in text format capable of being read by persons with impaired vision. In addition, instructions on how to use features which may be accessible via the telephone’s visual display must also be available in alternative formats, either hard copy or auditory. 

Softphones

All of the features discussed above in connection with hardware IP telephones are equally important to softphones. However, given the virtual nature of the softphone interface, additional concerns arise with respect to keypad design and access to features using visual displays. A person who is blind cannot see or feel the virtual keypad or other virtual keys or buttons. It is therefore essential that softphones provide alternative interface mechanisms, as well as instructions on their use. It is also important that the software used in softphones be compatible with screen-reading software.

Service Features

In addition to the terminal equipment requirements identified above, there are at least three service features which should be provided immediately:

a)
Message Relay Service;

b)
TTY compatibility; and

c)
Voice quality.

Message Relay Service

Persons who are Deaf, hearing impaired or have a speech disability, generally rely on Message Relay Service (MRS) in order to make or receive telephone calls over the public switched telephone network. It is essential that MRS be available immediately to these persons in connection with voice services provided using VoIP technology. Otherwise, services using VoIP technology may be totally inaccessible to this segment of the population.

Implementation of MRS should not be difficult. As discussed below, there are currently interoperability issues between TTY and VoIP technology. However, if the Commission were to impose a strict requirement for MRS availability, there can be little doubt that the necessary resources would be dedicated to finding a technical solution. In a worst case scenario, service providers could offer a dual structured MRS which handles TTY calls separately from calls originating on an IP telephone or softphone using an alternative text mechanism. In this latter situation, TTY to IP text calls (i.e. Deaf user to Deaf user calls which would not require the intervention of an MRS operator in the case of TTY to TTY or IP text to IP text calls) could be mediated by an MRS operator as an interim measure, until such time as a software solution is found to permit direct communication between devices using these different communication protocols.

TTY Interoperability

In the world of modern communications, TTY technology is relatively old. Over the longer term, it can be expected that TTY communication will be replaced by IP-based mechanisms, including both text and video service features. However, in the interim, it is essential that services using VoIP technology provide an adequate interface with TTY technology.

At present, there is a problem with the transformation of a TTY signal into a VoIP signal, in that an excessive number of packets are lost, resulting in garbling of the TTY message. There are a number of possible solutions being proposed in different technical fora. A discussion of this issue can be found at pages 9 through 12 of the FCC submission of Rehabilitation Engineering Research Center on Telecommunications Access which is accessible at:  

http://gullfoss2.fcc.gov/prod/ecfs/retrieve.cgi?native_or_pdf=pdf&id_document=6516199836

From ARCH’s perspective, the key point in the present proceeding is that service providers must be given the proper incentive to resolve this technical issue in an expedited manner. Consequently, ARCH believes the Commission should make an unambiguous statement in its final decision indicating that TTY interoperability is a requirement for services using VoIP technology.

Voice Quality

The quality of voice communications can suffer as the result of the use of compression techniques in VoIP technologies. This causes problems for persons who are hard of hearing. It may also cause problems for persons with speech disabilities who may have a more difficult time making themselves understood. The Commission should require that services which rely on VoIP technology satisfy voice quality standards.

Appendix B

Future Accessibility Features
It is expected that IP-enabled communications will result in a wide range of new personal telecommunications services and features. It will be possible for video, audio, text and control data to be input at a single device (e.g., an IP telephone), transmitted via a single IP network and then reassembled and output at a compatible device. The possibility of using applications software at the input, transmission and output stage of the communication creates a wealth of opportunities for enhanced communications. Many of these potential enhancements could greatly improve the nature and accessibility of telecommunications services for persons with disabilities. 

The following are some of the features which should be considered both achievable in the near to mid term, and appropriate to mandate in order to ensure that persons with disabilities obtain the same benefit as others from VoIP technology and new IP-enabled services.

Text-to-Text

It should be relatively simple to establish two-way, text to text communication between IP telephones. Over time, this should replace TTY technology.

Multi-mode Communications

It should eventually be possible to have two-way video, audio and text communications between IP telephones. This would enable persons with disabilities to use the mode which they require, at the time they require it. For example, a Deaf person could use video in order to communicate in sign language with another Deaf person or a combination of video and text communication to communicate with a hearing person who does not know sign language. 

Adjustable Voice Quality

Software should be able to modify an audio signal to suit the needs of the person listening. This goes beyond simple volume control. A hard of hearing person should be able to modify both the frequency response and the amplitude of the incoming audio signal so as to improve its audibility.

Video Relay Service

With the advent of video and audio service, it will be possible to have a relay operator who is a sign language interpreter, instead of the current message relay operator who translates from voice to text and vice versa. Video relay operator services are already in existence in the United States.

In ARCH’s submission, the Commission should direct CISC to establish an Accessibility Working Group to investigate the development of these and other features for IP-enabled communications.

5. Paragraph 272 does limit the Committee’s mandate, in the manner suggested by the majority of the Committee, to consideration of technical issues with VoIP service that arise for persons with disabilities.  However, this limitation cannot be understood also to deny the telecommunications needs of persons with disabilities.  Rather, the discussion should focus on how VoIP can be structured technically to deliver services to meet those needs now and in the future and only then whether the meeting of those needs is too costly, too difficult or even impossible.

6. Instead, the Committee proceeded to limit the discussion of VoIP and needs of persons with disabilities to providing, at best, an approximation of services presently available to persons with disabilities on the primary exchange service.

7. In short, this limitation of the Committee’s mandate was utterly fatal to the consideration of the real issue.  The real issue for study is clearly the needs of persons with disabilities when using VoIP and how to meet them, not in what way VoIP, as a substitute for PES, can provide an approximation of PES, which disability groups state does not adequately meet those needs.  As a result, it is impossible for the Committee to answer the final two bullet points of paragraph 272, that is, to investigate these new accessibility solutions made possible by VoIP, nor to provide the Commission with a plan to implementation of these advances made possible by VoIP.

Forbearance Determinations (Terminal Equipment)

8. In addition, the discussion was further limited by refusal to consider any service that was forborne from regulation.
  This included terminal equipment.  As noted above in ARCH’s submission, terminal equipment issues are of paramount importance to persons with disabilities as it is at the interface with communications technologies that accommodation must be made.

9. It is PIAC’s view that VoIP facilitates and encourages particular uses of terminal equipment that were not possible or cost-effective in the past.  One of these innovations is touch-screen technology.  With the vast increase in functionality allowed with VoIP, users are being called upon to configure their services as desired, something that was not possible or not really necessary in the past with the limitation on the amount of information the user could manipulate under the PES.  In PIAC’s view, VoIP enables new use of terminal equipment at the user end as a configuration device.  Therefore, it becomes less like terminal equipment and more part of the configuration and processing of the transmission.  Therefore a blanket statement that a barrier faced by a person with a disability (such as a blind person faced with touch-screen VoIP phone technology), is as a result of “terminal equipment” and the CRTC has “forborne from regulation”, are not helpful in this context.

10. In PIAC’s view, this Committee can continue its work to answer whether the needs of persons with disabilities will be able to use VoIP, but only after clear direction from the Commission that they may consider any forborne service and in particular, terminal equipment.  This direction must state that the needs of persons with disabilities in relation to telecommunications are paramount and that technology, such as VoIP, can only be considered as a means to achieving this result, rather than as an end in themselves.

Composition of the Committee

11. This Committee also failed to ensure adequate representation from persons with disabilities and the groups representing them.  Paragraph 271 in its second sentence shows the Commission’s clear concern that this Committee have adequate representation from persons with disabilities, given the subject matter.  The sentence reads: “The Commission requests that CISC ensure that VoIP service providers, experts in techno-accessibility, consumer groups such as ARCH, BCOAPO et al., and all other relevant parties have the opportunity to participate in these discussions.”  This sentence implies a duty to seek out disability groups.  This was not done by the Committee.  As Chair, I accept some responsibility for this glaring oversight.

12. However, it became obvious that the Committee should have had more representation from groups representing persons with disabilities when the Canadian Association for the Deaf complained that they were not made aware of the proceedings of this Committee nor invited to join.  They were invited to join only for the last two calls, too late to make proper accessible communications possible nor to properly comment on the report.

13. Such a lack of representation robs this report of much weight and even its overall legitimacy.

Message Relay Service NTWG Committee

14. The NTWG were referred the problem of message relay service (MRS) services in the VoIP environment by Decision 2005-28.  During the deliberations on the scope of the AIWG Committee’s mandate, the AIWG Committee was assured by members of the NTWG committee that they whole of the “MRS problem” was being dealt with in the NTWG MRS deliberations.

15. However, PIAC has since learned from the Chair of the NTWG MRS committee that that committee is not, again due to a narrow interpretation of its mandate (again confirmed by Commission staff), not going to consider end-to-end VoIP relay services.  Nor will it consider newer video relay services made theoretically possible by VoIP.  Instead, it will consider only the transmission of TTY signals from the legacy equipment of the person with disabilities to the MRS operator.  In other words, all that is being examined is what can be done to make VoIP mimic the admittedly poor PES TTY service now in place.

16. In PIAC’s view, this leaves an obvious gap in coverage between the AIWG and the NTWG committee mandate that lets deaf users fall between the cracks.  This is not an acceptable situation, however, it would be difficult to add consideration of MRS services to the AIWG mandate at this time.  It would be fruitless, as well, were the AIWG committee to be constrained only to considering present MRS functionality only, but over VoIP, since this is already the narrow mandate of the NTWG Committee.

17. PIAC urges the Commission to remove the issue of MRS and VoIP from the inappropriate forum of that committee and to deal with it as a policy issue in a non-CISC forum.

Policy Questions Referred to the AIWG Committee

18. Finally, we must note as well that the entire content of the questions referred to the CISC AIWG Committee in paras. 271 and 272 are purely and simply policy questions.  CISC is specifically required to not consider policy questions.

19. As a result, numerous issues arose that certain members of the Committee wished either to raise but other members stated they were not ‘technical’ questions for the Committee, or were issues which when raised the parties involved hesitated to take a position, given the non-adjudicative nature of the Committee, for fear of prejudicing their position before the Commission’s adjudicate processes.

Conclusions

20. As a result of these issues, the work of the Committee has been cosmetic and contentious.  It is PIAC’s view that the resolution of these issues should not be carried out in CISC but in an alternate forum, with adequate representation from people with disabilities and that the issue of VoIP and accessibility be viewed primarily from the perspective of the person with a disability, not from the technical and legal regime presently in place for telecommunications services.

� 	The paragraphs in question read:





271. Accordingly, the Commission requests CISC to assess the accessibility needs of people with disabilities with respect to the development of VoIP technologies. The Commission requests that CISC ensure that VoIP service providers, experts in techno-accessibility, consumer groups such as ARCH, BCOAPO et al., and all other relevant parties have the opportunity to participate in these discussions. 





The Commission also requests that CISC provide the Commission with a report, within six months, which:


identifies the telecommunications needs of persons with disabilities; 


investigates solutions which meet these needs in the VoIP environment; and


provides a plan for the implementation of these solutions.  


� 	See the Committee contribution documents (http://www.crtc.gc.ca/cisc/eng/cisf3g13c.htm).  Note PIAC’s contribution (http://www.crtc.gc.ca/cisc/COMMITTE/A-docs/AICO002.doc) suggesting that many issues (such as voice quality and terminal adapters for VoIP) were within the Committee’s mandate, which was not shared by incumbent local exchange providers (see for example, Bell’s contribution on this issue (http://www.crtc.gc.ca/cisc/COMMITTE/A-docs/AICO004.doc)). 
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